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Executive Summary
American Romanticism Online (ARO) is an open educational resource that
provides students and teachers with access to annotated primary texts, standards based
lesson plans, and other multimedia resources. ARO leverages open source technologies
on the Word.Press content management platform to create interactive assessments and
curricular materials that students and teachers can use, download, and repurpose to fit a
variety of classroom situations. The goal of ARO is to create and curate a store of
primary sources and curriculum resources based on the needs of classroom teachers in
public institutions. Although electronic editions of canonical texts exist, there is no other
site currently providing the same combination of annotated primary texts, open
curriculum resources and lesson plans, multimedia artifacts, and electronically graded
assessments.
According to data collected by the Census Bureau, the average price of
educational textbooks has increased by 812% since 1978, more than tripling the rise in
the consumer price index, which has increased by 250% since the same date. In an era of
budget shortages at both Federal and State levels, these are frightenipg statistics. The
National Association of College Stores claims that the largest percentage of cost
associated with publishing traditional paper textbooks is for the actual cost of physical
printing. These costs represent a very real barrier for educational institutions facing
shrinking budgets since adopting new textbooks every three to four years quickly
becomes a cost-prohibitive expense.
However, recent technological innovations and movements in education reform
are challenging the supremacy of the traditional paper-based textbook. First, digital
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distribution methods for textbooks have the ability to virtually eliminate the costs
associated with the physical printing of textbooks, the most expensive part of the entire
process. Second, reform minded educators in all disciplines at every level have also
started to create open educational resources (OER). OER are resources created for
educational purposes that are openly shared with members of the educational community.
Recent research on the adoption of OER in lieu of traditional paper-based textbooks
suggests that implementing digital OER can lower associated costs by as much as 50%
(Wiley 262). In addition the nature of the classroom has shifted toward technology
integration, with nearly 45% of teachers reporting the use of e-readers and 43% of
teachers reporting the use of tablet computers (Purcell 2).
ARO has strategically placed itself at the apex of these important reform
movements. While several other publishers of OER simply create open and digitally
distributed editions of traditional paper-based textbooks, ARO is dedicated to using
technology to extend the functionality of selected texts by providing interactive
annotations to enrich students' reading experiences and interactive assessments to
streamline teacher workflow in a technology mediated classroom.
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Editorial Methods

Selecting Authors and Texts
When selecting authors and texts to represent in the collection at ARO, several
secondary and college level texts were consulted. One of the initial goals of ARO in the
planning phase was to provide students and teachers to texts that are not typically
available in commercial textbooks. As a result, some texts were selected to provide
teachers and students with a broader perspective of some well-known authors. For
example, while Whitman's poem "O Captain! My Captain!" is typically anthologized at
both the secondary and college level for its typical style and obvious use of metaphor,
Whitman's early work is usually underrepresented in secondary texts because of the
intricacy of Whitman's lines and its difficult, often elusive, subject matter. In an effort to
expose students to other works by Whitman, "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" and "I Hear
America Singing" were also included to provide this contrast. When coupled with the
wonderful multimedia resources at Whitman's Brooklyn in the Whitman lesson plans,
teachers and students will hopefully be able to come to a deeper understanding of the
interaction between Whitman's work and the city of New York.
In addition to presenting underrepresented works at ARO, it was also necessary to
provide students and teachers with a breadth of selections that accurately reflects the
diversity of the period. Edgar Allan Poe and his selected texts "The Raven" and "The
Masque of the Red Death" were chosen to display the Gothic side of American
Romanticism. In addition to providing this Gothic perspective, the inclusion of Poe's
work also gives teachers and students an in-depth look at period life and culture.
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Although the plot of "The Masque of the Red Death" reflects the bubonic plague of
Europe, it is also a more contemporary commentary on the Yellow Fever outbreaks in
Philadelphia during the late-1790 's. In addition, "The Raven" appears with illustrations
by Gustave Dore composed in 1884 in an effort to demonstrate the pervasiveness of
Poe's work in artistic culture.
Transcendentalism was also an integral part of the American Romantic movement,
and as a result, several texts by Henry David Thoreau were included to present this
perspective, as well as others. Thoreau's texts underwent a stringent selection process to
ensure their appropriateness for secondary classrooms. In comparison to other authors of
the period, Thoreau primarily writes non-fiction in a highly elevated style. In addition,
Thoreau's most popular work Walden was too long to include and annotate in its entirety,
at least within the confines of this project. As a result, the first chapter of Walden, called
"Economy," was included to expose teachers and students to Thoreau's project at Walden
Pond and the Transcendentalist philosophies that are contained within his manuscript
without necessitating a reading of the text in its entirety. Other editors, particularly of
secondary textbooks, often choose to present short selections from the different chapters
of Walden to obtain a broad overview of Thoreau's experience at Walden Pond. However,
for the ARO edition of Walden, the entire "Economy" chapter was left intact in an effort
to provide continuity and depth to a few key ideas, namely the economic realities that
lead Thoreau into the woods in the first place, instead of a breadth of ideas presented
shallowly. In addition to Thoreau's Transcendentalist writings, he was also an outspoken
advocate for the abolition of slavery. In an effort to represent this perspective at ARO,
"Resistance to Civil Government" was also included. Although this essay is often
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anthologized in secondary and college level texts, it warranted another annotated and
open edition in the collections at ARO.
Finally, ARO is committed to presenting authors at the margins of canon. Emily
Dickinson represents an interesting figure in the context of American Romanticism.
While her short poems provide an interesting feminine perspective of the time period, the
stylistics of her poems are more representative of later periods of American writing while
still maintaining tenets of Romantic aesthetics and subject matter. Even her classification
as a Romantic author is at odds with some textbook editors that consider her work, and
that of Whitman as well, representative of the Civil War era or an American Renaissance
period. However, these definitions, which appear primarily in secondary textbooks, do
not accurately reflect the development of canon in university-level anthologies. As a
result, ARO includes Dickinson in its collection firmly as a Romantic author, working to
illustrate how her short poems fulfill both the natural and Gothic qualities for which
many Romantic authors are well known.
While the list of authors and texts on ARO includes some of the most prominent
figures of the period, the list nevertheless ignores some important figures of the period.
For example, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Washington Irving are
some of the authors considered for inclusion at ARO. In future additions to the content
collections as ARO, the collection will hopefully expand in depth and breadth, by
including more works by some of the more prolific authors such as Poe, Whitman and
Dickinson, and adding works from authors not currently featured.
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Creating Summaries and Annotations
When editing the selected texts for publication on the ARO platform, all of the works
were evaluated on two criteria: literary merit and readability. The first category, literary
merit, deals with specifically with the literary aspects of the work and its milieu. Below is
a list of questions asked of every text at ARO to help determine a work's literary merit or
importance:
•

What specific elements of literary style or craft appear in this work?

•

What aspects of the time period or culture are necessary to comprehend this
work?

•

How does this work fit in to period themes?

The answers to these initial questions helped to formulate both the authorial biographies
and the summaries of individual work. The summaries were designed to be as brief as
possible, but they were also written to increase comprehension and literary appreciation
by providing background information and explicating certain literary techniques and
motifs.

In editing the textual editions and creating annotations, a similar procedure was
used to determine the factors that would impact readability. During the editing phase,
readability was defined as pertaining to the actual layout of the text, words or allusions
that might need definitions or any other textual features that would impact a student's
comprehension of the included work. Below is a list of questions asked of every text
regarding its readability:
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What features of this text would limit its readability? (punctuation, line spacing,
spelling, etc.) Are any of these features a part of a particular style or mode of
writing?

•

What words or phrases would be beyond the vocabulary of a typical secondary
student?

•

Which allusions or period references lack the necessary context to be determined
without a definition?

•

Which allusions or references contain context but could deepen understanding if
explained in detail?

These guiding questions helped in the process of preparing and annotating the digital and
print editions of the selected works. While many editors choose to normalize aspects of
an author's work, the ARO editions appear largely unaltered in terms of punctuation,
spacing and spelling. This decision, which applies mostly to the poetic selections, was
made to retain some of stylistic anomalies that help to define the aesthetic of some of
these poets. For example, Whitman's variable line spacing in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry"
and "I Hear America Singing," as were Dickinson's unorthodox punctuation and
capitalization in both of her selections.
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Technical Specifications

WordPress Publishing Platform
ARO was designed using the popular WordPress content management system.
The functionality of the basic site template has been extended using free plugins,
specifically the WordPress Download Monitor plugin and WordPress Survey and Quiz
Tool (WPSQT) plugin. WordPress was chosen as the platform for ARO for several
reasons.
First, WordPress is an easy to use and intuitive content management system with
WYSIWYG (What you see is what you get) editing functionality. This is an important
aspect to the project's future expansion. In order to grow the site content and expand to
other content areas, it will be critical that non-technical editors and content creators can
access the site and upload content without having to deal with HTML 5 or CSS 3 to make
these updates.
Second, WordPress has attracted a robust community of developers who offer
their products and support for free to users of the WordPress content management system.
By leveraging these free, third-party plugins, ARO has been able to extend site
functionality beyond what would have been possible given the technical skills of the
initial development team.
Third, WordPress offers the ability to create themes from scratch or customize
existing themes, which is a very large concern to ARO as it moves forward. WordPress is
built using PHP (Hypertext Preprocessor) to dynamically update site content and MySQL
databases to store site content. The infrastructure created by the interaction of PHP and
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MySQL provides all of the necessary components to build a robust student tracking
system to record scores on assessments and completed assignments.
Finally, WordPress is becoming widely respected in the Digital Humanities
community as a way of easily creating and disseminating digital projects. For example,
the Digital Innovation Lab at the University of North Carolina has worked over the last
several years to develop a "digital public humanities toolkit" called "DH Press," which is
built on "the WordPress platform and its plugin-based architecture"
(digitalinnovation.unc.edu). Advancements such as these at the RI level suggest that
WordPress is gaining traction as a multifaceted tool for digital publishing and content
management.

Custom Coding and Design
Although the bulk of ARO content could have been created without a knowledge
of HTML 5 or CSS 3, several enhancements were made to improve the functionality and
aesthetic appeal of the site.
HTML Annotations
Throughout the primary texts offered on ARO, there are annotations and
definitions that have been included in the body of text using the following HTML code:

<span style= "cursor: help; color: #0000ff;" title="Verb:to force or impose on someone or
something; to notice or recognize in an intrusive way.">obtrude</span>

Everhart 10
While this code is helpful, it is merely the first step in developing a more advanced
annotation system using JavaScript. Using the HTML annotations, the site user has to
scroll over the highlighted word and pause until the definition is displayed in the cursor
help box. However, using JavaScript and JQuery, other sites have created more
sophisticated annotations that respond to user input. JavaScript and JQuery are both
programming languages that use the Document Object Model (DOM) to manipulate
individual HTML and CSS elements. For example, using JavaScript and JQuery
annotations, users would click on the highlighted word and the annotation or associated
multimedia artifact would be displayed in a pop-up box in the web browser. Not only
does this option provide a more aesthetically appealing and readable annotations, but it
also allows relevant multimedia to be displayed in ways that will support and deepen a
reading of these texts.

Using CSS 3 to Create Custom H2 Tags for HTMLS
One of the simple barriers that many sites face is optimizing content for search
engines (SEO) such as Google, Yahoo and Bing. The easiest way to raise a particular
pages on-page SEO rank is to include relevant keywords in heading tags (H2, H3, etc). In
the semantics of HTML processing, certain tags are given a higher importance when
scanning the HTML document. For example, any information contained in an <Hl> tag
is more important than information contained in an <H2> tag, and so on down the list of
possible HTML elements.
In an effort to improve on-page SEO for the author and text pages, I decided to style
<H2> tags to improve the overall visual aesthetics of the site using CSS 3:
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<h2 style= "font-size: l .5em; text-align: center; color: white; margin-right: 400px;
background: black; letter-spacing: 2px; border: solid #999999 5px; border-radius: 5px;
padding-right: 5px;">Full Texts by Edgar Allan Poe</h2>

This particular element uses inline style to create the styling effects using CSS 3.
Although this is not the ideal method of styling HTML elements, it is the easiest way to
accomplish this when working in the confines of a previously created WordPress theme.
Each theme comes with its own set of CSS rules that dictate the styling and visual
presentation of HTML elements. Thus, inline styling becomes a viable option when you
only want to target specific HTML elements. In this instance, not all <H2> tags were
targeted, only those that appeared after author biographies and full text editions.

Creating Educational Resources

Interactive Quizzes and Short Response Collector
Using the WPSQT plug-in, ARO contains several interactive quizzes for each
author. At present the quizzes are aligned to the biographical material and the author's
works. In the future, all authors will contain an interactive assessment program with
difficulty levels. 1 The first quiz will consist of basic comprehension quizzes. The second
level of quiz will present the students with a particular selection of text from one of the
readings, and they will have to answer specific questions based on the text sample. The
third level of assessment will collect a short response from the student. Currently this is
1

Currently Prototyped in Edgar Allan Poe Quiz Level 1, Level 2, and Level 3

Everhart 12

facilitated using an embedded form from Google Drive, but this could also be facilitated
in a different way depending on what features can be built in the s_ite at a later point.

Standards Based Lesson Plans
The lesson plans on ARO were written using the 2010 VA SOLs for 11th and 8th
grade English and a general philosophy of technology integration. In addition, the lessons
are also aligned with appropriate NCTE/IRA standards. The site itself is designed
primarily for use in a computer-networked classroom. Thus, one of its downfalls is that
not all of the tools will be available for students to use. However, ARO has tried to create
lessons with enough free or open components that can be accessed easily using general
presentation technology that most classroom teachers can adapt the materials at ARO to
fit their unique situation. In the future, ARO will also develop lesson plans for the
Common Core State Standards to reach a wider community of students and educators.

Future Goals with American Romanticism Online

Develop Platform to Go Beyond Content
The largest goal of ARO in the future will be to develop a stable platform on
which to offer content and host assessments. Ideally this platform will helpfully integrate
with instruction and track student progress as they move from content area to content area.
This will also involve creating some way for instructors to manage this data and access
student written submissions.
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Expand Content Areas and Content Offerings
ARO looks to expand its content into other areas of the arts and sciences, but also
in its core area of the humanities. ARO will continue to build on recent scholarship in the
digital humanities and begin working on time periods surrounding the currently existing
ARO installation. In addition, ARO also wants to enrich the current level of multimedia
on the site and develop videos and interactive games to develop or test language skills.

Crowdsource Question Banks and Resources
At the heart of ARO's current mission is improving education for students and
teachers. ARO must also grow its community base so that teachers are sharing resources
with the each other and contributing to peer reviewed banks of lessons and questions.

Target Influential Peers
ARO will begin to target influential peers in the humanities and online learning to
gain exposure and credibility by submitting itself to be recognized as an outstanding
learning resources in the area of English and the Humanities. Two previously identified
respected groups are EDSITEment, 2 a collection of educational site sponsored by the
National Endowment for the Humanities, and MERLOT, 3 a repository of multimedia
learning objects maintained by California State University. Both bodies are highly
regarded in the field and would boost the user base of ARO considerably. 4 Both bodies
allow the open submission of websites for inclusion in their repositories, and ARO
intends to submit itself for inclusion in both of these organizations.
http://edsitement.neh.gov/
http://www.merlot.org/merlot/index.htm
4
As of 10 April 2013, @MERLOTorg followed @AMRomanceOnline
2
3
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Reflection and Learning Outcomes
Throughout the course of this project, I have experienced several beneficial
learning outcomes. Typical M.A. Thesis projects require the student to focus intently on
select works by one author, or a particular aspect of a literary period or critical
perspective. While there is certainly great value in this type of investigation, it is likely
that the end product will be a synthesis of existing sources within a discipline. However,
this project allowed me to focus on the intersections of several disciplines, namely
American Literature, Secondary English Education, and Instructional Technology. When
defining the confines of the project, and what was to determine its success or failure, I
took a production-based approach to solving a part of the complex problem of technology
integration in English classrooms, outlining content requirements that consisted of
contextual and biographical material, edited primary texts, standards based lesson plans,
and a digital platform on which to share them.
As a result of this shift in focus, the challenges that I faced as a writer were
suddenly more numerous because by publishing digitally my audience grew
exponentially, consisting of concerned university stakeholders, secondary teachers,
secondary students, and the casual reader or web browser. In terms of literary or
academic writing, this project engaged my capacities to synthesize themes and motifs
across the Romantic period, to evaluate individual texts and authors in the creation of
canon based on several aspects of their literary merit, and to assess and correctly edit
primary sources to maximize readability and comprehension. Regarding educational and
pedagogical theory and practice, this project reinforced my abilities to create engaging
lessons based on national and state standards, to integrate web tools and multimedia into
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instruction in pedagogically sound ways, and to utilize material from Digital Humanities
sources for the purpose of enriching instruction. In addition to the aforementioned
outcomes, I also gained a variety of functional skills in areas of web design and
development, obtaining a low to intermediate proficiency in a number of valuable coding
languages, including HTML 5, CSS 3, JavaScript, and JQuery.
However, this type of open digital project allowed me to take my coursework
beyond the confines of paper-based text to confront an authentic problem facing
secondary educators. The open nature of the digital publishing platform will hopefully
make my scholarly work more visible to my intended audience. At the time of printing,
the ARO website had over four hundred all times view, meaning that my intended
audience had been engaging with and using my work well before its completion was
finalized by the formal thesis committee.
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Romanticism Overview

Unit Essential Questions
■

How did the social, political and environmental realities of the late-1700's and
early-1800's contribute to the development of American Romanticism?

■

How have American Romantic authors contributed to the development of
contemporary philosophies and popular culture?

■

How do the individual texts of American Romantic authors work against each other
to complicate a singular definition of American Romanticism?

Social and Historical Context

The Romantic Movement was an artistic and literary movement that began in Europe
during the latter part of the 18th century. Modern scholars consider the Romantic
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Movement to be a reaction to the urbanization of the industrial revolution and the
classical examples proposed by authors of the Enlightenment. In addition, the F:rench
(1789) and American Revolutions (1776) and the German Sturm and Drang movement
helped define the ideas that shaped the Romantic sensibility.

Romantic authors valued individual expression above the ideas of reason that dominated
literary and philosophical thought during the Neoclassical period. As a result, emotion,
instead of reason, became the chief source of creative power for the Romantic artist.
According to William Wordsworth, a poet widely considered the first Romantic author of
the English language, poetry is "the spontaneous overflow of feeling" (Lyrical Ballads).

The importance of nature was also central to most Romantic artists. In contrast to the
Enlightenment works that presented a look at social life in the late-1700 's, the Romantic
artist often drew creative inspiration from peaceful and solitary interaction with the
natural world. As Romanticism matured and expanded from the European continent to
the Americas, nature played an even more prominent role in American
Transcendentalism.

Literary and Artistic Characteristics

Since the typical style of many Romantic authors and artists focused on emotional instead
of rational content, the themes and characteristics of the period differ from those of the
Enlightenment. For example, Enlightenment literature and art relied heavily on the use of
classical Greek and Roman figures and allusions. In addition, the diction of
Enlightenment literature employs a heavily Latinate vocabulary with multi-syllable
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words, whereas many Romantic authors favored a simpler and more accessible poetic
diction. However, Romanticism is a broadly used tem1 to describe works of literature and
art produced from the 1790's until the 1860's in America, and under the umbrella of
Romanticism, several distinct styles emerged.

Romantic Sensibilities: Imagination, Emotion and the Sublime

During the Romantic period, a large shift occurred in evaluations of aesthetic beauty. For
example, Enlightenment patrons of the arts and literature valued rational judgment,
symmetry and adherence to Classical Greek and Roman models. However, the Romantic
Movement replaced these traits with other sensibilities that emphasized individual
expenence.

Imagination is a central component of Romantic art and literature. The imagination
served as the source of creative power for Romantic authors, enabling them to participate
in the active creation of their own experiences of the natural world. The Romantic value
on imagination contrasted with the traditional arguments for reason used by authors of
the Enlightenment. As a result of this fascination with imagination, Romantic authors
adhered less to f01m than their Enlightenment counterparts, focusing instead on the
individuality of a situation or subject.

Emotion is also an important concept for Romantic authors, a concept that is heavily
intertwined with other Romantic concepts such as nature and imagination. Whereas a
Neoclassical author may reflect on a waterfall and begin to dissect this natural occurrence
into several scientific or rational parts, Romantic authors could observe the same
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waterfall and reflect instead on how the waterfall makes them feel. Neoclassical writers
sought to understand the world in objective and scientific terms. Romantic authors, on the
other hand, were more concerned with individual or subjective experiences of nature.

The Sublime is a feeling of terror evoked by the awesome power of the natural world.
The English Romantic authors William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, for
example, examined different aspects of the sublime. Traditional definitions of the
sublime agree that the sublime is a complex emotional response to natural phenomena, a
mixture of beauty, awe and terror. In comparing human emotion and the boundless power
of nature, Romantic authors were able come to deeper emotional understandings of their
relationship with nature, but also inevitably felt small in comparison to the vast expanses
and structures of the natural world.

Nationalism

Since Romanticism arose from the age of revolutions, American (1776) and French
(1789), Romantic authors struggle in some ways with the ideas of nationalism.
Nationalism is a form of identification, whereby a group of people creates an identity to
solidify bonds across a modem society. For example, the nationalist tendency in
American Literature was at its peak during the Romantic period. For the first time,
American authors attempted to define a literary style that was uniquely American. Works
such as "The Poet" by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman are
good examples of authors responding directly to this nationalistic tendency. American
Romantic authors achieved this goal of literary nationalism by distancing American
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literature from British models of influence, presenting the American wilderness as a
premier example of the sublime and creating a literature that celebrated the individual
American.

Gothicism and Medievalism

The Romantic period also helped to usher in several revivals of customs and ideologies
from the middle ages. The name "Romanticism" itself is etymologically related to the
chivalric romance of the middle ages, stories of knights, damsels and dragons. Many of
the earliest examples of American Romances follow a pattern similar to those of the
chivalric tales of the middle ages. In addition, the Gothic authors of the Romantic period
often created medieval settings with dungeons and castles. Edgar Allan Poe was perhaps
the most famous of the American Gothic writers, although his own tales deviate from the
traditional Gothic form. Romantic authors were attracted to the Gothic form because of
its dependence on emotional, rather than logical, responses from their readers. Gothic
tales were meant to frighten, although in a pleasant way, and relied heavily on the ideas
of death, decay, madness and loss to communicate this sense of fear to the readers.

Nature and Transcendentalism

Transcendentalism was a philosophical movement in America during the 1800's mainly
centered in New England. The basic tenants of transcendentalism promoted the ideas that
both nature and human beings were inherently good, and that all of the troubles and ills
of society can be traced back organized structures within the society itself, in this case
religion, education and industrial expansion. The transcendentalists believed that human
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beings were at their best when they were independent ofsociety and self- reliant, helping
to further underpin the individual perspective valued so highly by other romantics. The
movement itselfwas most likely a reaction to 18 th century ideas ofrationalism and the
strict beliefin predestination by New England Calvinists. Perhaps the most interesting
part oftranscendentalism is its origin from international sources, mainly German
transcendental philosophy and the Vedic (Hindu) ideals from European translations.
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Romanticism Quiz

1. Which of the following was not a contributing factor to the Romantic Movement?
a. The French and American Revolutions
b. The Industrial Revolution
c. The German Sturm and Drang Movement
d. The Louisiana Purchase
e.
2. Romantic artists valued individual experience over reason.
a. True
b. False
3. Which of the following terms describes a form of identification whereby a group
of people creates an identity to solidify bonds across a modem society?
a. Nationalism
b. Gothicism
c. Medievalism
d. Transcendentalism
4. In Transcendentalist philosophy, human beings and nature are considered which
of the following?
a. Inherently evil
b. Inherently good
c. Tabula rasa
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5. According to Transcendentalist philosophy, the source of all evil and trouble in
the world originates from which of the following sources?
a. The divine
b. The individual
c. Nature
d. Society

6. Which of the following movements attempted to evoke fear or terror in its
readers?
a. The Gothic
b. Transcendentalism
c. Nationalism
d. Partisan
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Lesson Plan
"Romanticism Overview"

Objectives:
•

Students will be able to articulate the aiiistic and literary differences between
Romanticism and Neoclassicism.

•

Students will be able to construct logical arguments for or against the value of a
particular piece of art of music based on their affiliation with a particular artistic
movement.

VASOLs:
•

11.2 The student will examine how values and points of view are included or
excluded and how media influences beliefs and behaviors.
o C) Evaluate sources including advertisements, editorials, blogs, Web sites,
and other media for relationships between intent, factual content, and
op1mon.

•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
o B) Compare and contrast the development of American literature in its
historical context.
o D) Analyze the social or cultural function of American literature.
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o K) Generate and respond logically to literal, inferential, evaluative,
synthesizing, and critical thinking questions before, during, and after
reading texts.
•

11.6 The student will write in a variety of forms, with an emphasis on persuasion.
o E) Adapt content, vocabulary, voice, and tone to audience, purpose, and
situation.

•

8.3 The student will analyze, develop, and produce creative or informational
media messages.
o A) Evaluate the persuasive/informational technique being used in nonprint
media including television, radio, video, and Internet.

•

8. 7 The student will write in a variety of forms, including narration, exposition,
persuasion, and informational.
o A) Identify intended audience.
o E) Select specific vocabulary and information for audience and purpose.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an
understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and
the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.
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•

5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different
writing process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences
for a variety of purposes.

Introduction: Before reading the "Romanticism Overview," ask students to write their
own definitions for the terms Romantic and Romanticism. Ask several students to share
their definitions. Read the "Romanticism Overview" out loud and ask students to revise
their definitions based on new information contained in the reading. Ask students to share
their revised definitions.

1. After reading the "Romanticism Overview," have students view a few pieces of
Romantic artwork. Have them take notes describing the general qualities of the
paintings and record their answers on the board. Discuss which qualities of
Romanticism the students see represented in the paintings.

Gainsborough, Landscape with a Bridge, c. 1785

Thomas Cole, A Wild Scene, c.1831-32

Eugene Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People (28th July, 1830), c. 1830

2. After viewing the Romantic paintings, have the students view a few pieces of
neoclassical artwork. Have them take notes describing the general qualities of
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the work, specifically how they differ from the Romantic examples, and record
these on the board as well.
Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, c. 1784
Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Apotheosis of Homer, c. 1827
Giovanni Paolo Pannini, Galerie de vues de la Rome antique, c. 1758

3. Have the students complete a similar exercise with examples of Romantic and
Neoclassical music.
Fredric Chopin, Nocturne in C minor (Romantic example)
Franz Liszt, Hungarian Rhapsody no.2 (Romantic example)
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Concerto No.24 in C minor (Classical example)
Johann Sebastian Bach, Brandenburg Concerto No.5 (Classical example)

4. Once the students have sampled several different selections of Romantic and
Neoclassical art and music, ask them to choose their favorite piece to review in
writing. Have them choose the piece and write it on a slip of paper before you
give any further directions. Once students have made a decision, inform them
that they will be writing a newspaper review of their piece from the opposite
perspective. For example, a student who selected to review Chopin's "Nocturne
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in C minor" would write the review from the perspective of a Neoclassicist,
while a student who selected to review Ingres' "Apothesis of Homer" would
write the review as a Romantic.

5. Use the following RAFT assignment to help students better define the
perspective of the review:
Role of the writer: Romantic or Neoclassicist, depending on the piece chosen to
review
Audience: A group of fellow Romantics or Neoclassicists
Format: Arts and entertainment review for a newspaper
Topic: Student selected piece
For more info1mation on writing a newspaper review, click here for some
resources from Suite 101.
Student can read this music review of Taylor Swift's album "Red" as a model
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Edgar Allan Poe
1809-1849

Edgar Allan Poe was an American poet, author,
editor, and literary critic. Most widely known for his
Gothic tales of honor and the macabre, Poe is
considered part of the Romantic movement and one of
the earliest American writers to exploit the short story as
a literary form. Edgar Allan Poe was also one of the first American writers to try and earn
a living entirely from writing, which partially explains the financial difficulties that he
experienced throughout his life. Before Poe's literary career began, he served in the
Army for a brief period and attended the University of Virginia. Poe's life, however, was
overshadowed by death, from the early death of his parents, Elizabeth Arnold Hopkins
Poe and David Poe, Jr., to the tragic death of his young wife, Virginia Clemm. This sense
of loss and longing is a prominent theme in most of Poe's work.
Edgar Allan Poe was born to a family of traveling actors in Massachusetts, and
after his mother's death he was taken to live with the Allan family, a prominent merchant
family in Richmond, Virginia. Although the Allan family never fully adopted Poe, they
did give him his iconic middle name. After several years in grammar schools in America
and abroad, Poe enrolled in the young University of Virginia to study languages. He left
within the first year, after accumulating several gambling debts and having a falling out
with his foster father, John Allan. After deciding not to return to Richmond,
Poe traveled to Boston where he found odd jobs as a newspaper writer and a clerk. Later
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he tried a short stint in the U.S. Army as a noncommissioned officer and published
several editions of poems.
As editor of the Southern Literary Messenger and Graham's Magazine, Poe was
steeped in the writing of his time, developing both a keen critical eye and a unique
writing style. Much of Poe's fiction employed sensational plots, leveraging suspense with
intricately flawed characters working to explore Gothic settings. However, the losses of
loved ones that Poe experienced in his own life bleed through into his w1iting, and many
pieces are peppered with the loss of this despair. Poe's writing represents a darker side of
the Romantic period. While other Romantic writers focused on pleasant or positive
emotions, Poe sought to elicit fear, sadness, and a dark humor in his readership. Poe's
works have maintained iconic status in the hon-or genre, but also represent well the varied
aspect of the Romantic movement during the nineteenth century.
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The Masque of the Red Death
Edgar Allan Poe
1842

Summary

"The Masque of the Red Death," a short story by
Edgar Allan Poe published in 1846, follows Prince Prospero and a group of
wealthy socialites through a night of dancing and partying. Prospero and his nobles have
locked themselves away in his abbey to hide from the Red Death, a dangerous plague that
is attacking the area. During the party a mysterious figure enters the ball, disguised as a
victim of the Red Death. Enraged, Prospero confronts this mysterious figure and dies
shortly after, as do all of his partygoers. The masked guest personifies 5 the disease from
which Prospero and his guests are hiding. The creepy castle setting 6 is a common Gothic
motif.

7

While Poe's reference to a disease ravaging Europe may sound to many readers
like the Bubonic Plague, or black death, a contemporary American audience would have
also noticed commonalities that struck closer to home. During the 1800's infectious
diseases like small pox and Yellow Fever had still not been eradicated. There had been a
large outbreak of Yellow Fever as recently as the late l 700's. By presenting disease in

5

Verb: to attribute human characteristics to something nonhuman.
Noun: the physical place where a story occurs.
7 Noun: a recurring element in a narrative with symbolic significance.

6
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the personified form of a party guest, Poe is able to capitalize on popular fear to create a
scintillating Gothic tale of death and horror.

Full Text
THE "Red Death" had long devastated the country. No pestilence had ever been
so fatal, or so hideous. Blood was its Avator 8 and its seal - the redness and the horror of
blood. There were sharp pains, and sudden dizziness, and then profuse bleeding at the
pores, with dissolution. The scarlet stains upon the body and especially upon the face of
the victim, were the pest ban which shut him out from the aid and from the sympathy of
his fellow-men. And the whole seizure, progress and termination of the disease, were the
incidents of half an hour.
But the Prince Prospero was happy and dauntless and sagacious. 9 When his
dominions were half depopulated, he summoned to his presence a thousand hale and
light-hearted friends from among the knights and dames of his court, and with these
retired to the deep seclusion of one of his castellated 10 abbeys. This was an extensive and
magnificent structure, the creation of the prince's own eccentric yet august11 taste. A
strong and lofty wall girdled it in. This wall had gates of iron. The courtiers, having
entered, brought furnaces and massy 12 hammers and welded the bolts. They resolved to
leave means neither of ingress or egress to the sudden impulses of despair or of frenzy
8 Noun: an incarnation, embodiment, or manifestation of a person or idea.
9
Adjective: having or showing keen mental discernment and good judgment.
10
Adjective: having battlements or other defensive structures.
11
Adjective: respected or impressive.
12
Adjective: having a large mass.
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from within. The abbey was amply provisioned. With such precautions the courtiers
might bid defiance to contagion. The external world could take care of itself. In the
meantime it was folly to grieve, or to think. The prince had provided all the appliances of
pleasure. There were buffoons,

13

there were improvisatori, 14 there were ballet-dancers,

there were musicians, there was Beauty, there was wine. All these and security were
within. Without was the "Red Death."
It was toward the close of the fifth or sixth month of his seclusion, and while the
pestilence raged most furiously abroad, that the Prince Prospero entertained his thousand
friends at a masked ball of the most unusual magnificence.

It was a voluptuous scene, that masquerade. But first let me tell of the rooms in
which it was held. There were seven - an imperial suite. In many palaces, however,
such suites form a long and straight vista, while the folding doors slide back nearly to the
walls on either hand, so that the view of the whole extent is scarcely impeded. Here the
case was very different; as might have been expected from the duke's love of the bizarre.
The apartments were so irregularly disposed that the vision embraced but little more than
one at a time. There was a sharp turn at every twenty or thirty yards, and at each turn a
novel effect. To the right and left, in the middle of each wall, a tall and narrow Gothic
window looked out upon a closed corridor which pursued the windings of the suite.
These windows were of stained glass whose color varied in accordance with the
prevailing hue of the decorations of the chamber into which it opened. That at the eastern
extremity was hung, for example, in blue - and vividly blue were its windows. The
Noun: a ridiculous but amusing person; a clown.
Noun: one who improvises, usually in verse; originally used to describe a group ofltalian
poets.
13

14
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second chamber was purple in its ornaments and tapestries, and here the panes were
purple. The third was green throughout, and so were the casements. The fourth was
furnished and lighted with orange - the fifth with white - the sixth with violet. The
seventh apartment was closely shrouded in black velvet tapestries that hung all over the
ceiling and down the walls, falling in heavy folds upon a carpet of the same material and
hue. But in this chamber only, the color of the windows failed to correspond with the
decorations. The panes here were scarlet - a deep blood color. Now in no one of the
seven apartments was there any lamp or candelabrum, 15 amid the profusion 16 of golden
ornaments that lay scattered to and fro or depended from the roof. There was no light of
any kind emanating from lamp or candle within the suite of chambers. But in the
corridors that followed the suite, there stood, opposite to each window, a heavy tripod,
bearing a brazier of fire, that projected its rays through the tinted glass and so glaringly
illumined the room. And thus were produced a multitude of gaudy and fantastic
appearances. But in the western or black chamber the effect of the fire-light that streamed
upon the dark hangings through the blood-tinted panes, was ghastly in the extreme, and
produced so wild a look upon the countenances of those who entered, that there were few
of the company bold enough to set foot within its precincts at all.
It was in this apartment, also, that there stood against the western wall, a gigantic
clock of ebony. Its pendulum swung to and fro with a dull, heavy, monotonous clang; and
when the minute-hand made the circuit of the face, and the hour was to be stricken, there
came from the brazen lungs of the clock a sound which was clear and loud and deep and
exceedingly musical, but of so peculiar a note and emphasis that, at each lapse of an hour,
15
16

Noun: a large branched candlestick or holder for several candles or lamps.
Noun: an abundance or large quantity of something.
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the musicians of the orchestra were constrained to pause, momentarily, in their
performance, to harken to the sound; and thus the waltzers perforce 17 ceased their
evolutions; and there was a brief disconcert of the whole gay company; and, while the
chimes of the clock yet rang, it was observed that the giddiest grew pale, and the more
aged and sedate passed their hands over their brows as if in confused revery or
meditation. But when the echoes had fully ceased, a light laughter at once pervaded the
assembly; the musicians looked at each other and smiled as if at their own nervousness
and folly, and made whispering vows, each to the other, that the next chiming of the
clock should produce in them no similar emotion; and then, after the lapse of sixty
minutes, (which embrace three thousand and six hundred seconds of the Time that flies,)
there came yet another chiming of the clock, and then were the same disconcert and
tremulousness and meditation as before.
But, in spite of these things, it was a gay and magnificent revel 18. The tastes of the
duke were peculiar. He had a fine eye for colors and effects. He disregarded the decora of
mere fashion. His plans were bold and fiery, and his conceptions glowed with barbaric
lustre. There are some who would have thought him mad. His followers felt that he was
not. It was necessary to hear and see and touch him to be sure that he was not.
He had directed, in great part, the moveable embellishments of the seven
chambers, upon occasion of this great fete; 19 and it was his own guiding taste which had
given character to the masqueraders. Be sure they were grotesque. There were much glare

Adverb: used to express necessity or inevitability.
Noun: a lively and noisy festivity, esp. those that involve drinking and dancing.
19
Noun: an elaborate party, usually outdoors.

17
18
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and glitter and piquancy and phantasm20- much of what has been since seen in
"Hemani." 21 There were arabesque22 figures with unsuited limbs and appointments.
There were delirious fancies such as the madman fashions. There were much of the
beautiful, much of the wanton, much of the bizarre, something of the terrible, and not a
little of that which might have excited disgust. To and fro in the seven chambers there
stalked, in fact, a multitude of dreams. And these- the dreams - writhed in and about,
taking hue from the rooms, and causing the wild music of the orchestra to seem as the
echo of their steps. And, anon, there strikes the ebony clock which stands in the hall of
the velvet. And then, for a moment, all is still, and all is silent save the voice of the clock.
The dreams are stiff-frozen as they stand. But the echoes of the chime die away- they
have endured but an instant- and a light, half-subdued laughter floats after them as they
depart. And now again the music swells, and the dreams live, and writhe to and fro more
merrily than ever, taking hue from the many tinted windows through which stream the
rays from the tripods. But to the chamber which lies most westwardly of the seven, there
are now none of the maskers who venture; for the night is waning away; and there flows
a ruddier light through the blood-colored panes; and the blackness of the sable drapery
appals; and to him whose foot falls upon the sable carpet, there comes from the near
clock of ebony a muffled peal more solemnly emphatic than any which reaches their ears
who indulge in the more remote gaieties of the other apartments.
But these other apartments were densely crowded, and in them beat feverishly the
heart of life. And the revel went whirlingly on, until at length there commenced the

20

Noun: a figment of the imagination; an illusion or apparition.
21 Noun: a play written in 1830 by Victor Hugo, a French Romantic.
22 Adjective: ornamentally designed with flowing lines.
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sounding of midnight upon the clock. And then the music ceased, as I have told; and the
evolutions of the waltzers were quieted; and there was an uneasy cessation of all things as
before. But now there were twelve strokes to be sounded by the bell of the clock; and
thus it happened, perhaps that more of thought crept, with more of time, into the
meditations of the thoughtful among those who revelled. And thus too, it happened,
perhaps, that before the last echoes of the last chime had utterly sunk into silence, there
were many individuals in the crowd who had found leisure to become aware of the
presence of a masked figure which had arrested the attention of no single individual
before. And the rumor of this new presence having spread itself whisperingly around,
there arose at length from the whole company a buzz, or murmur, expressive
of disapprobation23 and surprise - then, finally, of terror, of horror, and of disgust.
In an assembly of phantasms such as I have painted, it may well be supposed that
no ordinary appearance could have excited such sensation. In truth the masquerade
license of the night was nearly unlimited; but the figure in question had outHeroded Herod, 24 and gone beyond the bounds of even the prince's indefinite decorum. 25
There are chords in the hearts of the most reckless which cannot be touched without
emotion. Even with the utterly lost, to whom life and death are equally jests, there are
matters of which no jest can be made. The whole company, indeed, seemed now deeply
to feel that in the costume and bearing of the stranger neither wit nor propriety existed.
The figure was tall and gaunt, and shrouded from head to foot in the habiliments of the
grave. The mask which concealed the visage was made so nearly to resemble the
23

Noun: strong disapproval, typically on moral grounds.
Herod the Great (c.74-4 be), ruled 37-4 be. According to the New Testament, Jesus was born
during his reign, and he ordered the massacre of the innocents (Matt. 2:16).
25
Noun: behavior in keeping with good taste and propriety; etiquette.
24
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countenance of a stiffened corpse that the closest scrutiny must have had difficulty in
detecting the cheat. And yet all this might have been endured, if not approved, by the
mad revellers around. But the mummer26 had gone so far as to assume the type of the Red
Death. His vesture was dabbled in blood- and his broad brow, with all the features of
the face, was besprinkled with the scarlet horror.
When the eyes of Prince Prospero fell upon this spectral image (which with a
slow and solemn movement, as if more fully to sustain its role, stalked to and fro among
the waltzers) he was seen to be convulsed, in the first moment with a strong shudder
either of terror or distaste; but, in the next, his brow reddened with rage.

"Who dares?" he demanded hoarsely of the courtiers who stood near him - "who
dares insult us with this blasphemous mockery? Seize him and unmask him - that we
may know whom we have to hang at sunrise, from the battlements!"

It was in the eastern or blue chamber in which stood the Prince Prospero as he
uttered these words. They rang throughout the seven rooms loudly and clearly - for the
prince was a bold and robust man, and the music had become hushed at the waving of his
hand.

It was in the blue room where stood the prince, with a group of pale courtiers by
his side. At first, as he spoke, there was a slight rushing movement of this group in the
direction of the intruder, who, at the moment was also near at hand, and now, with
deliberate and stately step, made closer approach to the speaker. But from a certain
26

Noun: a person who wears a fantastic mask or costume; A pantomimist.
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nameless awe with which the mad assumptions of the mummer had inspired the whole
party, there were found none who put forth hand to seize him; so that, unimpeded, he
passed within a yard of the prince's person; and, while the vast assembly, as if with one
impulse, shrank from the centres of the rooms to the walls, he made his way
uninterruptedly, but with the same solemn and measured step which had distinguished
him from the first, through the blue chamber to the purple - through the purple to the
green-through the green to the orange-through this again to the white -·and even
thence to the violet, ere a decided movement had been made to arrest him. It was then,
however, that the Prince Prospero, maddening with rage and the shame of his own
momentary cowardice, rushed hurriedly through the six chambers, while none followed
him on account of a deadly terror that had seized upon all. He bore aloft a drawn dagger,
and had approached, in rapid impetuosity,27 to within three or four feet of the retreating
figure, when the latter, having attained the extremity of the velvet apartment, turned
suddenly and confronted his pursuer. There was a sharp cry-and the dagger dropped
gleaming upon the sable carpet, upon which, instantly afterwards, fell prostrate in death
the Prince Prospero. Then, summoning the wild courage of despair, a throng of the
revellers at once threw themselves into the black apartment, and, seizing the mummer,
whose tall figure stood erect and motionless within the shadow of the ebony clock,
gasped in unutterable horror at finding the grave cerements28 and corpse-like mask which
they handled with so violent a rudeness, untenanted29 by any tangible form.

·
27 Noun: impetuousness:
.
rash1mpu
.
1s1veness.
28
Noun: waxed cloth for burial.
29
Adjective: unoccupied; not leased to or occupied by a tenant.
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And now was acknowledged the presence of the Red Death. He had come like a
thief in the night. And one by one dropped the revellers in the blood-bedewed30 halls of
their revel, and died each in the despairing posture of his fall. And the life of the ebony
clock went out with that of the last of the gay. And the flames of the tripods expired. And
Darkness and Decay and the Red Death held illimitable dominion over all.

30

Adjective: covered or as if covered with dew; in this context covered with blood.
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The Raven
Edgar Allan Poe
1845

Summary
"The Raven" is a narrative poem first
published in 1845. The poem involves
supernatural and macabre topics, such as loss,
sorrow, and death. The speaker of the poem is
alone at night, lamenting the loss of his lover,
Lenore, when a mysterious raven appears in his study to taunt him with the repetition of
the words "Nevermore."
The poem itself is metrically complex on several levels. Throughout there are
several unique examples of internal rhyme, typically found in the first line of each stanza.
Poe also uses repetition to his advantage in the poem. The poem's stanzas are structured
to repeat the last word of the fourth line as the last word of the fifth line. Using these
techniques Poe's echoes the despair of his character and his frustration the strange bird.

Full Text

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary,
Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore,
While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,
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As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.
"'Tis some visitor," I muttered, "tapping at my chamber door
Only this, and nothing more."

Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December,
And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor.
Eagerly I wished the morrow;-vainly I had sought to borrow
From my books surcease31 of sorrow-sorrow for the lost Lenore
For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels named Lenore-·
Nameless here for evermore.

And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain
Thrilled me-filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before;
So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating
"'Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door
Some late visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door;This it is, and nothing more,"

Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating then no longer,
"Sir," said I, "or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore;
But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping,
And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door,
That I scarce was sure I heard you"-here I opened wide the door;31

Noun: relief or consolation.
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Darkness there, and nothing more.

Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,
Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before;
But the silence was unbroken, and the darkness gave no token,
And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, "Lenore!"
This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word "Lenore!"
Merely this and nothing more.

Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning,
Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat louder than before.
"Surely," said I, "surely that is something at my window lattice;
Let me see then, what thereat is, and this mystery explore
Let my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore;-"
Tis the wind and nothing more!"

Open here I flung the shutter, when, with many a flirt and flutter,
In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly days of yore.
Not the least obeisance32 made he; not a minute stopped or stayed he;
But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door
Perched upon a bust of Pallas33 just above my chamber doorPerched, and sat, and nothing more.
Noun: deferential respect; an action showing respect, such as a bow or curtsy.
Athena: (Greek mythology) goddess of wisdom and useful arts and prudent warfare; guardian
of Athens.

32
33
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Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,
By the grave and stem decorum of the countenance it wore,
"Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou," I said, "art sure no craven,
Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering from the nightly shoreTell me what thy lordly name is on the Night's Plutonian34 shore!"
Quoth the raven, 'Nevermore.'

Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly,
Though its answer little meaning-little relevancy bore;
For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being
Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door
Bird or beast above the sculptured bust above his chamber door,
With such name as "Nevermore."

But the raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, spoke only,
That one word, as if his soul in that one word he did outpour.
Nothing further then he uttered-not a feather then he flutteredTill I scarcely more than muttered "Other friends have flown before
On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes have flown before."
Then the bird said, "Nevermore."

34

Adjective: A reference to the afterlife; Pluto was the Roman god of the underworld.
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Startled at the stillness broken by reply so aptly spoken,
"Doubtless," said I, "what it utters is its only stock and store,
Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful disaster
Followed fast and followed faster till his songs one burden bore
Till the dirges of his hope that melancholy burden bore
Of"Never-nevermore."'

But the raven still beguiling all my sad soul into smiling,
Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird and bust and door;
Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myselfto linking
Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous bird ofyoreWhat this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird ofyore
Meant in croaking "Nevermore."

This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable expressing
To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom's core;
This and more I sat divining, with my head at ease reclining
On the cushion's velvet lining that the lamp-light gloated o'er,
But whose velvet violet lining with the lamp-light gloating o'er,
She shall press, ah, nevennore!
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Then, methought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer35
Swung by Seraphim36 whose foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor.
"Wretch," I cried, "thy God hath lent thee-by these angels he has sent thee
Respite-respite and nepenthe37 from thy memories of Lenore!
Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe, and forget this lost Lenore!"
Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."

"Prophet!" said I, "thing of evil!-prophet still, if bird or devil!
Whether tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore,
Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchantedOn this home by horror haunted-tell me truly, I imploreIs there-is there balm in Gilead?38-tell me-tell me, I implore!"
Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."

"Prophet!" said I, "thing of evil!-prophet still, if bird or devil!
By that Heaven that bends above us-by that God we both adore
Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn, 39
It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels named Lenore
Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the angels named Lenore?"
Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."
35

36
37

Noun: a container in which incense is burned, typically during a religious ceremony.
Noun: an angel with three pairs of wings; the highest order of angels.

Noun: a substance know for causing forgetfulness; a remedy for grief.
Noun: a region of Palestine know for its healing ointment.
39
Noun: Arabic word for paradise or heaven.

38
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"Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!" I shrieked upstarting
"Get thee back into the tempest and the Night's Plutonian shore!
Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken!
Leave my loneliness unbroken!-quit the bust above my door!
Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!"
Quoth the raven, "Nevermore."

And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting
On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door;
And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon's that is dreaming,
And the lamp-light o'er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor;
And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor
Shall be lifted-nevermore!
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Edgar Allan Poe Quiz

1. Which of the following terms best describes "The Raven" and "The Masque of
the Red Death" by Poe?

a. Gothic

b. Adventure

c. Mystery

d. Classical

2. In "The Masque of the Red Death," which of the following terms describes Poe's
decision to portray the disease as a costumed party guest?

a. Allusion

b. Simile

c. Metaphor

d. Personification

3. In "The Raven," which of the following literary techniques best describes Poe's
reference to Pallas Athena?
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a. Allusion

b. Simile

c. Metaphor

d. Personification

4. Poe's biological parents were involved in which of the following professions?

a. Banking

b. Real estate

c. Acting

d. Textile production

5. Which of the following universities did Poe leave due to gambling debts?

a. University of Virginia

b. College of William and Mary

c. Virginia Military Institute

d. George Mason University

SO
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6. Poe served in which of the following branches of the armed services?

a. Navy

b. Coast Guard

C.

Anny

d. Marines
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Lesson Plan

Refrain and "The Raven"

Objectives:
o Students will be able to identify instances of figurative language and metrical
technique in "The Raven."
o Students will be able to explain the Gothic qualities of Poe's "The Raven."
o Students will be able to use computer teclmology to create and defend a
multimedia version of "The Raven."
VA SOLs:
•

11.2 The student will examine how values and points of view are included or
excluded and how media influences beliefs and behaviors.
o A) Use technology and other info1mation tools to organize and display
knowledge in ways others can view, use, and assess.
o B) Use media, visual literacy, and technology skills to create products.

•

11.3 The student will apply knowledge of word origins, derivations, and
figurative language to extend vocabulary development in authentic texts.
o E) Identify literary and classical allusions and figurative language in text.

•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
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o F) Explain how the sound of a poem (rhym e, rhythm, onomatopoeia,
repetition, alliteration, assonance, and parallelism) supports the subject,
mood, and theme.
•

8.4 The student will apply knowledge of word origins, analogies, and figurative
language to extend vocabulary development within authentic texts.
o A) Identify and analyze an author's use of figurative language.

•

8.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of fictional texts, narrative
nonfiction, and poetry.
o C) Explain how authors use characters, conflict, point of view, voice, and
tone to create meaning.

•

8.7 The student will w1ite in a variety of forms, including narration, exposition,
persuasion, and informational.
o H) Use computer technology to plan, draft, revise, edit, and publish
writing.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate,
and appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with
other readers and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts,
their word identification strategies, and their understanding of textual features
(e.g., sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics).
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•

6. Students apply knowledge oflanguage structure, language conventions (e.g.,
spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to
create, c1itique, and discuss print and non-print texts.

Introduction: Before reading the Poe biography, ask the students to share their previous
knowledge of Edgar Allan Poe. Introduce the narrative poem "The Raven" and ask the
students to listen as you read the first stanza out loud. Instruct the students to take some
notes on what they hear as you read the poem.

1. · After reading the first stanza, have the students share some of their notes.
Read the introduction to "The Raven" out loud, referencing the first stanza to
illustrate the points about meter and rhyme.

2. Before reading the rest of the poem or listening to a multimedia reading,
define the concept of refrain.

a. Refrain: A repeated part of the poem that typically comes at the end of
a line or stanza.

3. Read "The Raven" out loud or view the multimedia version.

4. After reading "The Raven," ask the students the following questions:

a. What aspects of the poem seemed Gothic?
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1.

Madness, death, darkness, raven

b. How did the refrain contribute to your experience of the poem?

c. What kind of tone or mood did it create?

1.

Point out the effect ofrepeating "o" sounds in "Nevermore"
and "Lenore."

5. Have the students click here to navigate to wordle.net. (You will need an
updated Java plugin to nm wordle)

6. Explain the concept ofword clouds: word clouds are visual representations of
blocks or sections of text. The size of individual words grows depending on its
frequency or rate of occurrence in the section oftext. The creators ofword
clouds can alter the layout and color scheme ofword clouds to alert the mood
or tone ofthe text.

7. Have the students practice creating word clouds with sections of"The Raven."
Instruct them to copy sections of text using either the mouse (right click
copy/paste) or the mouse and keyboard shortcuts (CTRL+C/P).

8. After they have created a word cloud, allow them time to experiment with the
orientation and color scheme of the project. Have them save their word cloud
or print it.
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9. Once the students have finished styling and finalizing their word clouds, have
them compose a paragraph response to the following questions:

a. What does the visual representation of "The Raven" using the word
cloud say about Poe's use ofrefrain and the Gothic theme?

b. How does your color choice and orientation accentuate or underplay
the dark theme of the poem?
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Lesson Plan
"The Masque of the Red Death"
Objectives:
•

Students will be able to articulate historical influences on Poe's writing.

•

Students will be able to read and summarize nonfiction texts.

VA English SOLs:
•

11.1 The student will make informative and persuasive presentations.
o H) Collaborative and report on small-group learning activities.

•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
o C) Discuss American literature as it reflects traditional and contemporary
themes, motifs, universal characters, and genres.

•

11.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o A) Use information from texts to clarify understanding of concepts.

•

8.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of fictional texts, narrative
nonfiction, and poetry.
o L) Use prior and background knowledge as a context for new learning.

•

8.6 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o B) Make inferences and draw conclusions based on explicit and implied
information using evidence from text as support.
o I) Summarize the text identifying supporting details.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
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•

2. Students read a wide range ofliterature from many periods in many genres to
build an understanding ofthe many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical,
aesthetic) ofhuman experience.

•

8. Students use a variety oftechnological and informational resources (e.g.,
libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize
information and to create and communicate knowledge.

•

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical
member ofa variety ofliteracy communities.

Introduction: Before reading "The Masque ofthe Red Death," ask the students to share
their previous knowledge ofmedical science and infectious diseases, especially during
the period. Ask some ofthe following questions and record answers on the board:

a. What do you think medicine was like in the 1800's? How did doctors treat
diseases?

b. What was sanitation like in medical facilities? What was sanitation like in
major cities?

c. What does the term infectious disease mean to you? Give some examples
ofinfectious diseases that you have learned about in the past.

1. After having the students share their previous knowledge on infectious
disease, have them watch the following clip on YouTube introducing the
Yellow Fever epidemic ofPhiladelphia in 1793: Fever: 1793 -Anatomy of
An Epidemic.
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2. Introduce "The Masque of the Red Death" by reading the summary. Before
reading "The Masque of the Red Death," have students break into groups and
assign certain groups to read the following articles:

a. "The Yellow Fever epidemic," "A Short Account of the Malignant
Fever," and "A Nan-ative of the Proceedings of the Black People"

b. Eyewitness accounts by Samuel Breck

c. "Philadelphia Under Siege: The Yellow Fever of 1793"

d. "The Diseased City"

3. Once the groups have read the assigned articles, have them discuss the
following questions in their groups:

a. What were some of the suggested causes for the Yellow Fever
outbreak?

b. How did the people of Philadelphia react?

4.

After the groups have had adequate time to discuss these questions, have
them perform a jigsaw.

a. A jigsaw is an instructional strategy that helps facilitate the
summarization of reading or ideas. In this case students will begin in
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one of four groups, and each group will be responsible for reading a
certain set of articles. When the groups switch, all new groups should
be composed of a members from each of the original groups.

b. For example, students will start of grouped in the following way:
1111, 2222, 3333, 4444. However, when the groups switch, they will
be grouped in the following way: 1 2 3 4, 1 2 3 4, 1 2 3 4, 1 2 3 4.

5. In the new groups, ask the students to summarize their articles for the new
group and discuss the answers to the same questions as above.

6. After the students have had an opportunity to discuss the articles in the new
groups, begin reading "The Masque of the Red Death" out loud or in groups.

7. After the students have finished reading "The Masque of the Red Death,"
have them respond to the following questions orally or in writing?

a. What were some of the similarities and differences between Poe's
"The Masque of the Red Death" and the Yellow Fever outbreak of
1793? Provide specific examples from both texts.

b. List some of the Gothic qualities of Poe's story? Point to specific
sections from the text.

c. What is your opinion of Prospero? Is he a good leader, or a bad one?
Who or what might Poe be criticizing with his story?
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Emily Dickinson

1830-1886

Emily Dickinson was an
American poet born in Amherst,
Massachusetts. She studied at Amherst
Academy and Mount Holyoke Female
Seminary before returning to live with her
family. Those living around her
considered Dickinson eccentric, and she frequently shut herself off from outside visitors.
For much of Dickinson's adult life, she was a recluse, rarely coming out.
Dickinson wrote numerous poems throughout her life, but very few of them were
published while she was still living. Part of the reason that Dickinson's poetry remained
unpublished was that it seemed unconventional, almost ahead of its time. Dickinson's
poems are typically short, with a minimal application of rhetorical40 language when
compared with other verse of the period, like Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass and Poe's
"The Raven," for example.
The ideas of life and death are common themes in Dickinson's poetry, and she
often displays these ideas using examples from the natural world. Dickinson's style
represents a shifting perspective on the Romantic models of poetry. While Dickinson's
40 Adjective: of or relating to the art of rhetoric, the use oflanguage persuasively.
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poetry garnered little contemporary praise, major collections of her poetry became widely
available in the 1950's. Currently, Dickinson's verse holds a good amount of sway in the
American canon, and her pieces are often set to music or used as pieces of other
contemporary art works. Although Dickinson's poetry never gained the fame in her
lifetime that it so rightly deserved, her work provides an interesting female perspective on
culture and social life in the 1800's.
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XXIII
"A Bird Came Down the Walk"
Emily Dickinson
1891
Summary

"A Bird Came Down the Walk," a short poem by Dickinson first published in
1891, discusses the narrator's encounter with a small bird. The short poem demonstrates
several key qualities about Dickinson's work, including a fascination with nature and
the plaintive style that is associated with her treatments of death. The poem itself is
highly formalized in structure. It consists of five quatrains with an alternating end or slant
rhyme on the second and fourth lines of each stanza. The metrical structure of the poem
makes use of Iambic Trimeter and Iambic Tetrameter, with lines one, two, and four of
every stanza containing three Iambic feet (6 total beats) and line three containing four
Iambic feet (8 total beats).

Full Text

A BIRD came down the walk:
He did not know I saw;
He bit an angle-worm in halves
And ate the fellow, raw.
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And then he drank a dew
From a convenient grass,
And then hopped sidewise to the wall
To let a beetle pass.

He glanced with rapid eyes
That hmried all abroad,They looked like frightened beads, I thought
He stiITed his velvet head

Like one in danger; cautious,
I offered him a crumb,
And he unrolled his feathers
And rowed him softer home

Than oars divide the ocean,
Too silver for a seam,
Or butterflies, off banks of noon,
Leap, plashless, as they swim.
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XVII
"Because I Could Not Stop for Death"
Emily Dickinson
1890
Summary

"Because I could not stop for Death" is a lyric poem by Dickinson published in
1890. In the poem, the speaker encounters Death, who is presented as a gentleman caller
with a carriage. "Because I could not stop for Death" is characteristic of Dickinson's
fascination with death and the almost casual way that she often treats the subject of death
in many of her poems. Dickinson structures this poem into seven quatrains with end
rhyme on lines two and four. The metrical structure of the poem is also highly formal and
consistent, with alternating lines of four and then three iambic feet (8 and 6 beats,
respectively). Dickinson also relies heavily on the literary technique of personification,
where something non-living is given the qualities or appearance of a human. In this
poem, Death is personified as the gentlemen carriage driver.

Full Text

Because I could not stop for Death
He kindly stopped for meThe Carriage held but just Ourselves
And Immortality.
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We slowly drove-He knew no haste
And I had put away
My labor and my leisure too,
For His Civility-

We passed the School, where Children played
Their lessons scarcely; done
We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain
We passed the Setting Sun-

Or rather-He passed UsThe Dews drew quivering and chill
For only Gossamer, 41 my Gown
My Tippet-only Tulle42-

We paused before a House that seemed
A Swelling of the GroundThe Roof was scarcely visibleThe Comice43 -in the Ground-

Since then-'tis Centuries-and yet
Feels shorter than the Day
41

Noun: fine silk or a light, sheer fabric.
Noun: a fine lace or mesh netting, often used veils and gowns.
43
Noun: a decorative molding that adorns a building in this case.
42

Everhart 67
I first surmised the Horses' Heads
Were toward Eternity-
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Emily Dickinson Quiz

1. Which of the following terms best describes Dickinson's solitary behavior?
a. Reclusive
b. Determined
c. Ingenious
d. Public
2. Which of the following literary techniques best describes Dickinson's portrayal of
Death as a carriage driver in "Because I Could Not Stop for Death?"
a. Allusion
b. Slant Rhyme
c. Apostrophe
d. Personification
3. According the Dickinson's biography, which of the following terms best
describes Dickinson's style of verse in the late 1800' s?
a. Pedestrian
b. Unconventional
c. Typical
d. Formal
4. True or false, most of Dickinson's poetry was published during her lifetime?
a. True
b. False
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Lesson Plan

"Dickinson and Poetry"
Objectives:
•

Students will be able to identify Gothic and Romantic themes in Dickinson's
poetry.

•

Students will be able to draw conclusions about Dickinson's poetry using
multimedia.

•

Students will demonstrate an understanding of Dickinson's poetry in contrast to
other contemporary poets.

VA SOLs:
•

11.2 The student will examine how values and points of view are included or
excluded and how media influences beliefs and behaviors.
o D) Determine the author's purpose and intended effect on the audience
for media messages.

•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
o D) Analyze the social or cultural function of American literature.
o G) Explain how imagery and figures of speech appeal to the reader's
senses and experience.

•

11.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o A) Use information from texts to clarify understanding of concepts.
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•

8.3 The student will analyze, develop, and produce creative or informational
media messages.
o B) Examine how values and viewpoints are included or excluded and how
the media can influence beliefs, behaviors, and interpretations.

•

8.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of fictional texts, narrative
nonfiction, and poetry.
o D) Understand the author's use of conventional elements and
characteristics within a variety of genres.

•

8.6 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o K) Evaluate, organize, and synthesize information for use in written and
oral formats.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an
understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and
the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.

•

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to
build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical,
aesthetic) of human experience.

Introduction: Before reading the biographical material on Dickinson, ask the students to
share answers to the following questions:
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a. What was the role of women in literary life during the 1800's?
b. How often do you think they read and wrote?
c. How did American audiences accept their work?

1. Read the biographical material on Emily Dickinson. After reading the
biographical material, read the two Dickinson poems "Because I Could Not Wait
For Death" and "A Bird Came Down the Walk."
2. Ask the students to identify any Romantic or Gothic themes in the two poems:
a. Romantic- nature, individual experience, natural cycles
b. Gothic- personification of death, madness
3. Ask the students to answer the following questions:
a. What about Dickinson's poetry differs from the other examples of
Romantic literature you have read?
b. How might a contemporary American audience have reacted to these
poems?
4. After the students have answered these questions, discuss some of the reasons that
Dickinson's poetry was not published widely before her death.
5. Read this ai1icle from The Guardian about the current popularity of Dickinson's
poetry among musicians.
6. Have the students watch the following examples of Dickinson poetry set to music:
a. Trailer Bride, "Hope Is A Thing With Feathers"
b. Perennial English, "Hope is the Thing with Feathers
c. "Monica Fadul, "There Is Another Sky"
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d. Aaron Copeland, 12 Poem of Emily Dickinson (only sample this one until
2:00)
7. After the students have sampled the following pieces, have them choose one to
write about. Have them answer the following questions in writing:
a. How does the style of music change your experience of the poem? Do you
feel like the style of music in your piece accurately represents the mood of
the poem? If so, why, and if not, why not?
b. What are some of the qualities of Dickinson's poetry that make it popular
today? Why do musicians and other artists use Dickinson's work as a basis
for their own?
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Henry David Thoreau
(1817-1862)
Henry Thoreau was born to parents of
French Huguenot and Scotch ancestry, and grew
up in Concord, Massachusetts, which was also the
home of the Romantic authors Ralph Waldo
Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne. From 1833 to
183 7, Henry Thoreau attended Harvard College,
graduating without distinction.
Thoreau showed an early fascination with the natural world and regularly
recorded descriptions in his journal of Concord and the places he travelled abroad. Many
people consider Thoreau an early naturalist, but the connection to his "Transcendentalist"
friend and neighbor Ralph Waldo Emerson suggests that Thoreau also came to
understand the natural world in a more spiritual way. Thoreau is most commonly
remembered for his experiment in natural living that eventually became the text for
Walden. For a little over two years, Thoreau retreated from his typical life in Concord
and built a small cabin on Emerson's land overlooking a small glacial pond on the
outskirts of Concord called Walden Pond. In the journals that would eventually comprise
the different sections of Walden, Thoreau discusses building the cabin, planting a garden
for food, and the various encounters that he has with different people from the town.
As a result of these transcendental views, Thoreau reacted quite passionately
against many of the most troubling social and economic issues of the antebellum period.
For example, Thoreau was an outspoken opponent of slavery in the United States,
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defending the abolitionist John Brown after a raid on a Federal armory in Harper's Ferry
led to his eventual execution. In one of Walden's opening chapters titled "Economy"
Thoreau outlines his objections to the rise in industrial production, attacking the textile
factories in nearby Lowell, Massachusetts. However, Thoreau also protested what he
considered to be the intrusion of a morally corrupt government, spending a night in the
Concord jail in 1849 for refusing to pay taxes to a government that openly supported the
institution of black slavery. "Resistance to Civil Government," the essay that expounds
Thoreau's philosophical basis for his protest, has influenced several other well known
supporters of non-violent protest, Mahatma Gandhi in India and Martin Luther King, Jr.
in the American South. Although Henry Thoreau is well remembered for his literary and
philosophical contributions to American culture, he published only two books in his
lifetime. Thoreau is most often studied for his transcendental understanding of the
relationship between man and nature.
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"Economy," from Walden
Henry David Thoreau
1854

Summary
Thoreau's Walden serves as a good example of the Romantic fascination with the
natural world. For a little over two years Thoreau retreated from the town of Concord to a
small cabin on a Glacial Lake on property owned by Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his
journals, Thoreau records his experiences and reflections on the interaction between
human beings and the natural world. While many people considered Thoreau eccentric
for initiating such an experiment, it is important to note that the location of the cabin did
not leave him completely isolated. The cabin itself was located approximately two miles
outside of the town, and Thoreau had regular interactions with other people and his
fellow Transcendentalists in Concord.
Thoreau's writings in Walden display a deep knowledge of Greek and Latin
classical literature, which he probably obtained while studying at Harvard College, and a
keen understanding of other cultures, such as Hindu texts. Thoreau quotes often in
Walden directly Latin sources and alludes even more frequently to other ancient and
contemporary texts that his audience would have likely read.
The Walden Pond experiment is a large part of Thoreau's legacy. Modem
ecologists and sustainability advocates still consider Thoreau's time at Walden to be an
influential step toward creating a more ecologically minded culture. Throughout Walden,
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Thoreau intricately weaves literary allusion and rhetorical language with the vision and
specificity of an environmental scientist. However eccentric Thoreau's experiment in
simple living may have seemed in Antebellum America, it has never the less influenced
several generations of literary scholars and social activists.

Full Text of "Economy"
When I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the
woods, a mile from any neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of
Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and earned my living by the labor of my hands
only. I lived there two years and two months. At present I am a sojourner in civilized life
agam.
I should not obtrude44 my affairs so much on the notice ofmy readers if very
particular inquiries had not been made by my townsmen concerning my mode oflife,
which some would call impe11inent, though they do not appear o
t me at all impertinent,
but, considering the circumstances, very natural and pertinent. Some have asked what I
got to eat; if I did not feel lonesome; ifI was not afraid; and the like. Others have been
curious to learn what portion of my income I devoted to charitable purposes; and some,
who have large families, how many poor children I maintained. I will therefore ask those
of my readers who feel no pa1ticular interest in me to pardon me if I undertake to answer
some of these questions in this book. In most books, the I, or first person, is omitted; in
this it will be retained; that, in respect to egotism, is the main difference. We commonly
do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person that is speaking. I should not
44

Verb: to force or impose on someone or something; to notice or recognize in an intrusive way.
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talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well.
Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the naiTowness of my experience.
Moreover, I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere
account of his own life, and not merely what he has heard of other men's lives; some such
account as he would send to his kindred from a distant land; for if he has lived sincerely,
it must have been in a distant land to me. Perhaps these pages are more particularly
addressed to poor students. As for the rest of my readers, they will accept such portions
as apply to them. I trust that none will stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for it may
do good service to him whom it fits.
I would fain say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sandwich
Islanders45 as you who read these pages, who are said to live in New England; something
about your condition, especially your outward condition or circumstances in this world,
in this town, what it is, whether it is necessary that it be as bad as it is, whether it cam10t
be improved as well as not. I have travelled a good deal in Concord; and everywhere, in
shops, and offices, and fields, the inhabitants have appeared to me to be doing penance in
a thousand remarkable ways. What I have heard of Bramins46 sitting exposed to four fires
and looking in the face of the sun; or hanging suspended, with their heads downwai-d,
over flames; or looking at the heavens over their shoulders "until it becomes impossible
for them to resume their natural position, while from the twist of the neck nothing but
liquids can pass into the stomach"; 47 or dwelling, chained for life, at the foot of a tree; or
measuring with their bodies, like caterpillars, the breadth of vast empires; or standing on
45

This is a reference to the Polynesian group of islands. The Sandwich Islands, now know as
Hawaii, was discovered by James Cook in 1778.
46
Brahmans, here spelled Bramins, are Hindu priests, the highest order of Hindu castes.
47 Reference to The History ofIndia (1817) by James Mill.
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one leg on the tops of pillars- even these fom1s of conscious penance are hardly more
incredible and astonishing than the scenes which I daily witness. The twelve labors of
Hercules48 were trifling in comparison with those which my neighbors have undertaken;
for they were only twelve, and had an end; but I could never see that these men slew or
captured any monster or finished any labor. They have no friend Iolaus 49 to burn with a
hot iron the root of the hydra's head, but as soon as one head is crushed, two spring up.
I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms,
houses, barns, cattle, and farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than got rid of.
Better if they had been born in the open pasture and suckled by a wolf, that they might
have seen with clearer eyes what field they were called to labor in. Who made them serfs
of the soil? Why should they eat their sixty acres, when man is condemned to eat only his
peck of dirt? Why should they begin digging their graves as soon as they are born? They
have got to live a man's life, pushing all these things before them, and get on as well as
they can. How many a poor immortal soul have I met well-nigh crushed and smothered
under its load, creeping down the road of life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet
by forty, its Augean stables50 never cleansed, and one hundred acres of land, tillage,
mowing, pasture, and woodlot! The portionless, who struggle with no such unnecessary
inhe1ited encumbrances, find it labor enough to subdue and cultivate a few cubic feet of
flesh.
But men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is soon plowed into the
soil for compost. By a seeming fate, commonly called necessity, they are employed, as it
says in an old book, laying up treasures which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves
48

Son of Zeus; assigned twelve difficult labors to be released from servitude from Eurystheus.
King of Thessaly and friend of Hercules in Greek mythology.
50
The fifth of Hercules' twelve tasks was to clean the Augean stables.

49
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break through and steal. It is a fool's life, as they will find when they get to the end of it,
if not before. It is said that Deucalion and Pyn-ha51 created men by throwing stones over
their heads behind them: Inde genus durum sumus, experiensque laborum,
Et documenta damus qua simus origine nati. 52

Or, as Raleigh rhymes it in his sonorous way,"From thence our kind hard-hearted is, enduring
pain and care,
Approving that our bodies of a stony nature
are." 53
So much for a blind obedience to a blundering oracle, throwing the stones over their
heads behind them, and not seeing where they fell.
Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and
mistake, are so occupied with the factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of life
that its finer fruits cam1ot be plucked by them. Their fingers, from excessive toil, are too
clumsy and tremble too much for that. Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a
trne integ1ity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his
labor would be depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine.
How can he remember well his ignorance-which his growth requires-who has so often
to use his knowledge? We should feed and clothe him gratuitously sometimes, and recruit
51

Human survivors of a deluge caused by Zeus; they repopulated the earth by tossing. stones
behind themselves that transformed into men and women.
52 Reference to Ovid's Metamorphoses.
53
Reference to Sir Walter Raleigh's History of the World.
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him with our cordials,54 before we judge of him. The finest qualities of our nature, like
the bloom on fruits, can be preserved only by the most delicate handling. Yet we do not
h·eat ourselves nor one another thus tenderly.
Some of you, we all know, are poor, find it hard to live, are sometimes, as it were,
gasping for breath. I have no doubt that some of you who read this book are unable to pay
for all the dinners which you have actually eaten, or for the coats and shoes which are fast
wearing or are already worn out, and have come to this page to spend bon-owed or stolen
time, robbing your creditors of an hour. It is very evident what mean and sneaking lives
many of you live, for my sight has been whetted by experience; always on the limits,
trying to get into business and trying to get out of debt, a very ancient slough, called by
the Latins aes alienum,55 another's brass, for some of their coins were made of brass; still
living, and dying, and buried by this other's brass; always promising to pay, promising to
pay, tomo1Tow, and dying today, insolvent; seeking to curry favor, to get custom, by how
many modes, only not state-prison offences; lying, flattering, voting, contracting
yourselves into a nutshell of civility or dilating into an atmosphere of thin and vaporous
generosity, that you may persuade your neighbor to let you make his shoes, or his hat, or
his coat, or his carriage, or import his groceries for him; making yourselves sick, that you
may lay up something against a sick day, something to be tucked away in an old chest, or
in a stocking behind the plastering, or, more safely, in the brick bank; no matter where,
no matter how much or how little.
I sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, I may almost say, as to attend to
the gross but somewhat foreign fonn of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so
54
55

Noun: a substance that invigorates or raises the spirits
Latin: meaning another's bronze

Everhart

81

many keen and subtle masters that enslave both North and South. It is hard to have a
Southern overseer; it is worse to have a No1thern one; but worst of all when you are the
slave-driver of yourself. Talk of a divinity in man! Look at the teamster on the highway,
wending to market by day or night; does any divinity stir within him? His highest duty to
fodder and water his horses! What is his destiny to him compared with the shipping
interests? Does not he drive for Squire Make-a-stir? How godlike, how immortal, is he?
See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he fears, not being immo1tal nor
divine, but the slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by his own
deeds. Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion. What a
man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate. Self
emancipation even in the West Indian provinces56 of the fancy and imagination-what
Wilberforce57 is there to bring that about? Think, also, of the ladies of the land weaving
toilet cushions against the last day, not to betray too green an interest in their fates! As if
you could kill time without injuring eternity.
The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is
confirmed desperation. From the desperate city you go into the desperate country, and
have to console yourself with the bravery of minks and muskrats. A stereotyped but
unconscious despair is concealed even under what are called the games and amusements
of mankind. There is no play in them, for this comes after work. But it is a characteristic
of wisdom not to do desperate things.
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When we consider what, to use the words of the catechism, 58 is the chief end of
man, and what are the true necessaries and means of life, it appears as if men had
deliberately chosen the common mode of living because they preferred it to any other.
Yet they honestly think there is no choice left. But alert and healthy natures remember
that the sun rose clear. It is never too late to give up our prejudices. No way of thinking
or doing, however ancient, can be tiusted without proof. What everybody echoes or in
silence passes by as true today may turn out to be falsehood tomorrow, mere smoke of
opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would sprinkle fertilizing rain on their
fields. What old people say you cannot do, you try and find that you can. Old deeds for
old people, and new deeds for new. Old people did not know enough once, perchance, to
fetch fresh fuel to keep the fire a-going; new people put a little dry wood under a pot, 59
and are whirled round the globe with the speed of birds, in a way to kill old people, as the
plu·ase is. Age is no better, hardly so well, qualified for an instructor as youth, for it has
not profited so much as it has lost. One may almost doubt if the wisest man has learned
anything of absolute value by living. Practically, the old have no very important advice to
give the young, their own experience has been so partial, and their lives have been such
miserable failures, for private reasons, as they must believe; and it may be that they have
some faith left which belies that experience, and they are only less young than they were.
I have lived some thirty years on this planet, and I have yet to hear the first syllable of
valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors. They have told me nothing, and
probably cannot tell me anything to the purpose. Here is life, an expe1iment to a great
extent untried by me; but it does not avail me that they have tried it. If I have any
58
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experience which I think valuable, I am sure to reflect that this my Mentors said nothing
about.
One farmer says to me, "You cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it furnishes
nothing to make bones with"; and so he religiously devotes a part of his day to supplying
his system with the raw material of bones; walking all the while he talks behind his oxen,
which, with vegetable-made bones, jerk him and his lumbering plow along in spite of
every obstacle. Some things are really necessaries of life in some circles, the most help
less and diseased, which in others are luxuries merely, and in others still are entirely
unknown.
The whole ground of human life seems to some to have been gone over by their
predecessors, both the heights and the valleys, and all things to have been cared for.
According to Evelyn, 60 "the wise Solomon61 prescribed ordinances for the very distances
of trees; and the Roman praetors62 have decided how often you may go into your
neighbor's land to gather the acorns which fall on it without trespass, and what share
belongs to that neighbor." Hippocrates63 has even left directions how we should cut our
nails; that is, even with the ends of the fingers, neither sho1ter nor longer. Undoubtedly
the very tedium and ennui64 which presume to have exhausted the variety and the joys of
life are as old as Adam. But man's capacities have never been measured; nor are we to
judge of what he can do by any precedents, so little has been tried. Whatever have been
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thy failures hitherto, "be not afflicted, my child, for who shall assign to thee what thou
hast left undone?" 65
We might try our lives by a thousand simple tests; as, for instance, that the same
sun which ripens my beans illumines at once a system of earths like ours. If I had
remembered this it would have prevented some mistakes. This was not the light in which
I hoed them. The stars are the apexes of what wonderful triangles! What distant and
different beings in the various mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one
at the same moment! Nature and human life are as various as our several constitutions.
Who shall say what prospect life offers to another? Could a greater miracle take place
than for us to look through each other's eyes for an instant? We should live in all the ages
of the world in an hour; ay, in all the worlds of the ages. History, Poetry, Mythology!-!
know of no reading of another's experience so startling and informing as this would be.
The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be bad,
and if I repent of anything, it is very likely to be my good behavior. What demon
possessed me that I behaved so well? You may say the wisest thing you can, old man
you who have lived seventy years, not without honor of a kind- I hear an irresistible
voice which invites me away from all that. One generation abandons the enterprises of
another like stranded vessels.
I think that we may safely trust a good deal more than we do. We may waive just
so much care of ourselves as we honestly bestow elsewhere. Nature is as well adapted to
our weakness as to our strength. The incessant anxiety and strain of some is a well-nigh
incurable form of disease. We are made to exaggerate the importance of what work we
do; and yet how much is not done by us! or, what if we had been taken sick? How
65
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vigilant we are! detennined not to live by faith if we can avoid it; all the day long on the
alert, at night we unwillingly say our prayers and commit ourselves to uncertainties. So
thoroughly and sincerely are we compelled to live, reverencing our life, and denying the
possibility of change. This is the only way, we say; but there are as many ways as there
can be drawn radii from one centre. All change is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a
miracle which is taking place every instant. Confucius 66 said, "To know that we know
what we know, and that we do not know what we do not know, that is true knowledge."
When one man has reduced a fact of the imagination to be a fact to his understanding, I
foresee that all men at length establish their lives on that basis.
Let us consider for a moment what most of the trouble and anxiety which I have
referred to is about, and how much it is necessary that we be troubled, or at least careful.
It would be some advantage to live a primitive and frontier life, though in the midst of an
outward civilization, if only to learn what are the gross necessaries of life and what
methods have been taken to obtain them; or even to look over the old day-books of the
merchants, to see what it was that men most commonly bought at the stores, what they
stored, that is, what are the grossest groceries. For the improvements of ages have had but
little influence on the essential laws of man's existence: as our skeletons, probably, are
not to be distinguished from those of our ancestors.
By the words, necessary of life, I mean whatever, of all that man obtains by his
own exertions, has been from the first, or from long use has become, so important to
human life that few, if any, whether from savageness, or poverty, or philosophy, ever
attempt to do without it. To many creatures there is in this sense but one necessary of life,
Food. To the bison of the prairie it is a few inches of palatable grass, with water to drink;
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unless he seeks the Shelter of the forest or the mountain's shadow. None of the brute
creation requires more than Food and Shelter. The necessaries of life for man in this
climate may, accurately enough, be distributed under the several heads of Food, Shelter,
Clothing, and Fuel; for not till we have secured these are we prepared to entertain the true
problems of life with freedom and a prospect of success. Man has invented, not only
houses, but clothes and cooked food; and possibly from the accidental discovery of the
warmth of fire, and the consequent use of it, at first a luxury, arose the present necessity
to sit by it. We observe cats and dogs acquiring the same second nature. By proper
Shelter and Clothing we legitimately retain our own internal heat; but with an excess of
these, or of Fuel, that is, with an external heat greater than our own internal, may not
cookery properly be said to begin? Darwin,67 the naturalist, says of the inhabitants of
Tie1Ta del Fuego, that while his own party, who were well clothed and sitting close to a
fire, were far from too wann, these naked savages, who were farther off, were observed,
to his great surp1ise, "to be streaming with perspiration at undergoing such a roasting."
So, we are told, the New Hollander goes naked with impunity, while the European
shivers in his clothes. Is it impossible to combine the hardiness of these savages with the
intellectualness of the civilized man? According to Liebig, 68 man's body is a stove, and
food the fuel which keeps up the internal combustion in the lungs. In cold weather we eat
more, in warm less. The animal heat is the result of a slow combustion, and disease and
death take place when this is too rapid; or for want of fuel, or from some defect in the
draught, the fire goes out. Of course the vital heat is not to be confounded with fire; but
so much for analogy. It appears, therefore, from the above list, that the expression, animal
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life, is nearly synonymous with the expression, animal heat; for while Food may be
regarded as the Fuel which keeps up the fire within us- and Fuel serves only to prepare
that Food or to increase the wam1th of our bodies by addition from without- Shelter and
Clothing also serve only to retain the heat thus generated and absorbed.
The grand necessity, then, for our bodies, is to keep warm, to keep the vital heat
in us. What pains we accordingly take, not only with our Food, and Clothing, �nd Shelter,
but with our beds, which are our night-clothes, robbing the nests and breasts of birds to
prepare this shelter within a shelter, as the mole has its bed of grass and leaves at the end
of its bmrow! The poor man is wont to complain that this is a cold world; and to cold, no
less physical than social, we refer directly a great pait of our ails. The summer, in some
climates, makes possible to man a sort of Elysian life. 69 Fuel, except to cook his Food, is
then unnecessary; the sun is his fire, and many of the fi11its are sufficiently cooked by its
rays; while Food generally is more various, and more easily obtained, and Clothing and
Shelter are wholly or half unnecessary. At the present day, and in this country, as I find
by my own experience, a few implements, a knife, an axe, a spade, a wheelbarrow, etc.,
and for the studious, lamplight, stationery, and access to a few books,_rank next to
necessaries, and can all be obtained at a trifling cost. Yet some, not wise, go to the other
side of the globe, to barbarous and unhealthy regions, and devote themselves to trade for
ten or twenty years, in order that they may live- that is, keep comfortably wam1- and
die in New England at last. The luxuriously rich are not simply kept comfo1tably wa1m,
but unnaturally hot; as I implied before, they are cooked, of course a Ia mode. 70
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Most of the luxuries, and many of the so-called comforts of life, are not only not
indispensable, but positive hindrances to the elevation of mankind. With respect to
luxuries and comforts, the wisest have ever lived a more simple and meagre life than the
poor. The ancient philosophers, Chinese, Hindoo, Persian, and Greek, were a class than
which none has been poorer in outward riches, none so rich in inward. We know not
much about them. It is remarkable that we know so much of them as we do. The same is
true of the more modem reformers and benefactors of their race. None can be an
impartial or wise observer of human life but from the vantage ground of what we should
call voluntary poverty. Of a life of luxury the fruit is luxury, whether in agriculture, or
commerce, or literature, or art. There are nowadays professors of philosophy, but not
philosophers. Yet it is admirable to profess because it was once admirable to live. To be a
philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to
love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence,
magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve some of the problems of life, not only theoretically,
but practically. The success of great scholars and thinkers is commonly a courtier-like
success, not kingly, not manly. They make shift to live merely by conformity, practically
as their fathers did, and are in no sense the progenitors of a noble race of men. But why
do men degenerate ever? What makes families run out? What is the natw-e of the luxury
which enervates and destroys nations? Are we sure that there is none of it in our own
lives? The philosopher is in advance of his age even in the outward form of his life. He is
not fed, sheltered, clothed, wanned, like his contemporaries. How can a man be a
philosopher and not maintain his vital heat by better methods than other men?
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When a man is wanned by the several modes which I have described, what does
he want next? Surely not more warmth of the same kind, as more and richer food, larger
and more splendid houses, finer and more abundant clothing, more numerous, incessant,
and hotter fires, and the like. When he has obtained those things which are necessary to
life, there is another alternative than to obtain the superfluities; and that is, to adventure
on life now, his vacation from humbler toil having commenced. The soil, it appears, is
suited to the seed, for it has sent its radicle downward, and it may now send its shoot
upward also with confidence. Why has man rooted himself thus finnly in the ea1ih, but
that he may rise in the same proportion into the heavens above? -for the nobler plants
are valued for the fruit they bear at last in the air and light, far from the ground, and are
not treated like the humbler esculents, which, though they may be biennials, are
cultivated only till they have perfected their root, and often cut down at top for this
purpose, so that most would not know them in their flowering season.
I do not mean to prescribe rnles to strong and valiant natures, who will mind their
own affairs whether in heaven or hell, and perchance build more magnificently and spend
more lavishly than the richest, without ever impoverishing themselves, not knowing how
they live-if, indeed, there are any such, as has been dreamed; nor to those who find their
encouragement and inspiration in precisely the present condition of things, and cherish it
with the fondness and enthusiasm of lovers-and, to some extent, I reckon myself in this
number; I do not speak to those who are well employed, in whatever circumstances, and
they know whether they are well employed or not;-but mainly to the mass of men who
are discontented, and idly complaining of the hardness of their lot or of the times, when
they might improve them. There are some who complain most energetically and
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inconsolably ofany, because they are, as they say, doing their duty. I also have in my
mind that seemingly wealthy, but most terribly impoverished class ofall, who have
accumulated dross, but know not how to use it, or get rid ofit, and thus have forged their
own golden or silver fetters.

IfI should attempt to tell how I have desired to spend my life in years past, it
would probably surp1ise those of my readers who are somewhat acquainted with its
actual history; it would certainly astonish those who know nothing about it. I will only
hint at some ofthe enterprises which I have cherished.
In any weather, at any hour ofthe day or night, I have been anxious to improve
the nick oftime, and notch it on my stick too; to stand on the meeting oftwo eternities,
the past and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that line. You will
pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets in my trade than in most men's, and
yet not voluntarily kept, but inseparable from its very nature. I would gladly tell all that I
know about it, and never paint "No Admittance" on my gate.
I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and am still on their trail.
Many are the travellers I have spoken concerning them, describing their tracks and what
calls they answered to. I have met one or two who had heard the hound, and the tramp of
the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind a cloud, and they seemed as anxious
to recover them as ifthey had lost them themselves.
To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, ifpossible, Nature
herself! How many mornings, summer and winter, before yet any neighbor was sti1Ting
about his business, have I been about mine! No doubt, many ofmy townsmen have met
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me returning from this enterprise, fanners starting for Boston in the twilight, or
woodchoppers going to their work. It is true, I never assisted the sun materially in his
rising, but, doubt not, it was of the last importance only to be present at it.
So many autumn, ay, and winter days, spent outside the town, trying to hear what
was in the wind, to hear and ca1Ty it express! I well-nigh sunk all my capital in it, and lost
my own breath into the bargain, running in the face of it. If it had concerned either of the
political parties, depend upon it, it would have appeared in the Gazette71 with the earliest
intelligence. At other times watching from the observatory of some cliff or tree, to
telegraph any new an-ival; or waiting at evening on the hill-tops for the sky to fall, that I
might catch something, though I never caught much, and that, manna-wise, would
dissolve again in the sun.
For a long time I was repo1ter to a journal, of no very wide circulation, whose
editor has never yet seen fit to print the bulk of my contributions, and, as is too common
with writers, I got only my labor for my pains. However, in this case my pains were their
own reward.
For many years I was self-appointed inspector of snow-stonns and rain-storms,
and did my duty faithfully; surveyor, if not of highways, then of forest paths and all
across- lot routes, keeping them open, and ravines bridged and passable at all seasons,
where the public heel had testified to their utility.
I have looked after the wild stock of the town, which give a faithful herdsman a
good deal of trouble by leaping fences; and I have had an eye to the unfrequented nooks
and comers of the fann; though I did not always know whether Jonas or Solomon worked
in a particular field today; that was none of my business. I have watered the red
71 Typical name for a newspaper or p1int publication.
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huckleben-y, the sand chen-y and the nettle-tree, the red pine and the black ash, the white
grape and the yellow violet, which might have withered else in dry seasons.
In short, I went on thus for a long time (I may say it without boasting), faithfully
minding my business, till it became more and more evident that my townsmen would not
after all admit me into the list of town officers, nor make my place a sinecure with a
moderate allowance. My accounts, which I can swear to have kept faithfully, I have,
indeed, never got audited, still less accepted, still less paid and settled. However, I have
not set my heart on that.
Not long since, a strolling Indian went to sell baskets at the house of a well
known lawyer in my neighborhood. "Do you wish to buy any baskets?" he asked. "No,
we do not want any," was the reply. "What!" exclaimed the Indian as he went out the
gate, "do you mean to starve us?" Having seen his industrious white neighbors so well
off-that the lawyer had only to weave arguments, and, by some magic, wealth and
standing followed, he had said to himself; I will go into business; I will weave baskets; it
is a thing which I can do. Thinking that wlwn he had made the baskets he would have
done his part, and then it would be the white man's to buy them. He had not discovered
that it was necessary for him to make it worth the other's while to buy them, or at least
make him think that it was so, or to make something else which it would be worth his
while to buy. I too had woven a kind of basket of a delicate texture, but I had not made it
worth any one's while to buy therh. Yet not the less, in my case, did I think it worth my
while to weave them, and instead of studying how to make it worth men's while to buy
my baskets, I studied rather how to avoid the necessity of selling them. The life which
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men praise and regard as successful is but one kind. Why should we exaggerate any one
kind at the expense of the others?
Finding that my fellow-citizens were not likely to offer me any room in the court
house, or any curacy72 or living anywhere else, but I must shift for myself, I turned my
face more exclusively than ever to the woods, where I was better known. I detennined to
go into business at once, and not wait to acquire the usual capital, using such slender
means as I had already got. My purpose in going to Walden Pond was not to live cheaply
nor to live dearly there, but to transact some private business with the fewest obstacles; to
be hindered from accomplishing which for want of a little common sense, a little
enterprise and business talent, appeared not so sad as foolish.
I have always endeavored to acquire strict business habits; they are indispensable
to every man. If your trade is with the Celestial Empire, 73 then some small counting
house on the coast, in some Salem harbor, 74 will be fixture enough. You will export such
articles as the country affords, purely native products, much ice and pine timber and a
little granite, always in native bottoms. These will be good ventures. To oversee all the
details yourself in person; to be at once pilot and captain, and owner and underwriter; to
buy and sell and keep the accounts; to read every letter received, and write or read every
letter sent; to superintend the discharge of imports night and day; to be upon many parts
of the coast almost at the same time- often the richest freight will be discharged upon a
Jersey shore;-to be your own telegraph, unweariedly sweeping the horizon, speaking all
passing vessels bound coastwise; to keep up a steady despatch of commodities, for the
supply of such a distant and exorbitant market; to keep yourself infom1ed of the state of
A position as a clergyman in charge of or assisting with the administration of a parish.
Reference to the trade with China that began in the late 1700's.
74
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the markets, prospects of war and peace everywhere, and anticipate the tendencies of
trade and civilization- taking advantage of the results of all exploring expeditions, using
new passages and all improvements in navigation;-charts to be studied, the position of
reefs and new lights and buoys to be ascertained, and ever, and ever, the logarithmic 75
tables to be c01Tected, for by the en-or of some calculator the vessel often splits upon a
rock that should have reached a friendly pier- there is the untold fate of La Perouse; 76universal science to be kept pace with, studying the lives of all great discoverers and
navigators, great adventurers and merchants, from Hanno 77 and the Phoenicians78 down
to our day; in fine, account of stock to be taken from time to time, to know how you
stand. It is a labor to task the faculties of a man-such problems of profit and loss, of
interest, of tare and tret, 79 and gauging of all kinds in it, as demand a universal
knowledge.
I have thought that Walden Pond would be a good place for business, not solely
on account of the railroad and the ice trade; it offers advantages which it may not be good
policy to divulge; it is a good port and a good foundation. No Neva marshes 80 to be filled;
though you must everywhere build on piles of your own driving. It is said that a flood
tide, with a westerly wind, and ice in the Neva, would sweep St. Petersburg from the face
of the earth.
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As this business was to be entered into without the usual capital, it may not be
easy to conjecture where those means, that will still be indispensable to every such
undertaking, were to be obtained. As for Clothing, to come at once to the practical part of
the question, perhaps we are led oftener by the love of novelty and a regard for the
opinions of men, in procuring it, than by a true utility. Let him who has work to do
recollect that the object of clothing is, first, to retain the vital heat, and secondly, in this
state of society, to cover nakedness, and he may judge how much of any necessary or
impmtant work may be accomplished without adding to his wardrobe. Kings and queens
who wear a suit but once, though made by some tailor or dressmaker to their majesties,
cannot know the comfort of wearing a suit that fits. They are no better than wooden
horses to hang the clean clothes on. Every day our garments become more assimilated to
ourselves, receiving the impress of the wearer's character, until we hesitate to lay them
aside without such delay and medical appliances and some such solemnity even as our
bodies. No man ever stood the lower in my estimation for having a patch in his clothes;
yet I am sure that there is greater anxiety, commonly, to have fashionable, or at least
clean and unpatched clothes, than to have a sound conscience. But even if the rent is not
mended, perhaps the worst vice betrayed is improvidence. I sometimes try my
acquaintances by such tests as this-Who could wear a patch, or two extra seams only,
over the knee? Most behave as if they believed that their prospects for life would be
ruined if they should do it. It would be easier for them to hobble to town with a broken
leg than with a broken pantaloon. Often if an accident happens to a gentleman's legs, they
can be mended; but if a similar accident happens to the legs of his pantaloons, there is no
help for it; for he considers, not what is truly respectable, but what is respected. We know
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but few men, a great many coats and breeches. Dress a scarecrow in your last shift, you
standing shiftless by, who would not soonest salute the scarecrow? Passing a cornfield
the other day, close by a hat and coat on a stake, I recognized the owner of the farm. He
was only a little more weather- beaten than when I saw him last. I have heard of a dog
that barked at every stranger who approached his master's premises with clothes on, but
was easily quieted by a naked thief. It is an interesting question how far men would retain
their relative rank if they were divested of their clothes. Could you, in such a case, tell
surely of any company of civilized men which belonged to the most respected class?
When Madam Pfeiffer, 81 in her adventurous travels round the world, from east to west,
had got so near home as Asiatic Russia, she says that she felt the necessity of wearing
other than a travelling dress, when she went to meet the authorities, for she "was now in a
civilized country, where-- - people are judged of by their clothes." Even in our
democratic New England towns the accidental possession of wealth, and its manifestation
in dress and equipage alone, obtain for the possessor almost universal respect. But they
yield such respect, numerous as they are, are so far heathen, and need to have a
missionary sent to them. Beside, clothes introduced sewing, a kind of work which you
may call endless; a woman's dress., at least, is never done.
A man who has at length found something to do will not need to get a new suit to
do it in; for him the old will do, that has lain dusty in the garret for an indeterminate
period. Old shoes will serve a hero longer than they have served his valet- if a hero ever
has a valet- bare feet are older than shoes, and he can make them do. Only they who go
to soirees and legislative balls must have new coats, coats to change as often as the man
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changes in them. But if my jacket and trousers, my hat and shoes, are fit to worship God
in, they will do; will they not? Who ever saw his old clothes- his old coat, actually worn
out, resolved into its primitive elements, so that it was not a deed of charity to bestow it
on some poor boy, by him perchance to be bestowed on some poorer still, or shall we say
richer, who could do with less? I say, beware of all enterprises that require new clothes,
and not rather a new wearer of clothes. If there is not a new man, how can the new
clothes be made to fit? If you have any enterprise before you, try it in your old clothes.
All men want, not something to do with, but something to do, or rather something to be.
Perhaps we should never procure a new suit, however ragged or dirty the old, until we
have so conducted, so enterprised or sailed in some way, that we feel like new men in the
old, and that to retain it would be like keeping new wine in old bottles. 82 Our moulting
season, like that of the fowls, must be a crisis in our lives. The loon retires to solitary
ponds to spend it. Thus also the snake casts its slough, and the caterpillar its wormy coat,
by an internal industry and expansion; for clothes are but our outmost cuticle and mortal
coil. Otherwise we shall be found sailing under false colors, and be inevitably cashiered
at last by our own opinion, as well as that of mankind..
We don gaiment after garment, as if we grew like exogenous plants 83 by addition
without. Our outside and often thin and fanciful clothes are our epidennis, or false skin,
which partakes not of our life, and may be stripped off here and there without fatal injury;
our thicker gannents, constantly worn, are our cellular integument, 84 or cortex; but our
shirts are our liber, or trne bark, which cannot be removed without girdling and so
82
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destroying the man. I believe that all races at some seasons wear something equivalent to
the shirt. It is desirable that a man be clad so simply that he can lay his hands on himself
in the dark, and that he live in all respects so compactly and preparedly that, if an enemy
take the town, he can, like the old philosopher, walk out the gate empty-handed without
anxiety. While one thick garment is, for most purposes, as good as three thin ones, and
cheap clothing can be obtained at prices really to suit customers; while a thick coat can be
bought for five dollars, which will last as many years, thick pantaloons for two dollars,
cowhide boots for a dollar and a half a pair, a summer hat for a quarter of a dollar, and a
winter cap for sixty-two and a half cents, or a better be made at home at a nominal cost,
where is he so poor that, clad in such a suit, of his own earning, there will not be found
wise men to do him reverence?
When I ask for a garment of a particular forn1, my tailoress tells me gravely,
"They do not make them so now," not emphasizing the "They" at all, as if she quoted an
authority as impersonal as the Fates, 85 and I find it difficult to get made what I want,
simply because she cannot believe that I mean what I say, that I am so rash. When I hear
this oracular sentence, I am for a moment absorbed in thought, emphasizing to myself
each word separately that I may come at the meaning of it, that I may find out by what
degree of consanguinity 'They' are related to me, and what authority they may have in an
affair which affects me so nearly; and, finally, I am inclined to answer her with equal
mystery, and without any more emphasis of the "they"-"It is true, they did not make
them so recently, but they do now." Of what use this measuring of me if she does not
measure my character, but only the breadth of my shoulders, as it were a peg to bang the
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coat on? We worship not the Graces, 86 nor the Parcee, 87 but Fashion. She spins and
weaves and cuts with full authority. The head monkey at Paris puts on a traveller's cap,
and all the monkeys in America do the same. I sometimes despair of getting anything
quite simple and honest done in this world by the help of men. They would have to be
passed through a powerful press first, to squeeze their old notions out of them, so that
they would not soon get upon their legs again; and then there would be some one in the
company with a maggot in his head, hatched from an egg deposited there nobody knows
when, for not even fire kills these things, and you would have lost your labor.
Nevertheless, we will not forget that some Egyptian wheat was handed down to us by a
mummy. 88
On the whole, I think that it cannot be maintained that dressing has in this or any
country risen to the dignity of an art. At present men make shift to wear what they can
get. Like shipwrecked sailors, they put on what they can find on the beach, and at a little
distance, whether of space or time, laugh at each other's masquerade. Every generation
laughs at the old fashions, but follows religiously the new. We are amused at beholding
the costume of Henry VIII, or Queen Elizabeth, as much as if it was that of the King and
Queen of the Cannibal Islands. All costume off a man is pitiful or grotesque. It is only the
serious eye peering from and the sincere life passed within it which restrain laughter and
consecrate the costume of any people. Let Harlequin89 be taken with a fit of the colic and
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his trappings will have to serve that mood too. When the soldier is hit by a cannon-ball,
rags are as becoming as purple. 90
The childish and savage taste of men and women for new patterns keeps how
many shaking and squinting through kaleidoscopes that they may discover the particular
figure which this generation requires today. The manufacturers have learned that this
taste is merely whimsical. Of two patterns which differ only by a few threads more or
less of a particular color, the one will be sold readily, the other lie on the shelf, though it
frequently happens that after the lapse of a season the latter becomes the most
fashionable. Comparatively, tattooing is not the hideous custom which it is called. It is
not barbarous merely because the printing is skin-deep and unalterable.
I cannot believe that our factory system is the best mode by which men may get
clothing. The condition of the operatives is becoming every day more like that of the
English; 91 and it cannot be wondered at, since, as far as I have heard or observed, the
principal object is, not that mankind may be well and honestly clad, but, unquestionably,
that corporations may be enriched. In the long run men hit only what they aim at.
Therefore, though they should fail immediately, they had better aim at something high.

As for a Shelter, I will not deny that this is now a necessary of life, though there
are instances of men having done without it for long periods in colder counh·ies than this.
Samuel Laing92 says that "the Laplander93 in his skin dress, and in a skin bag which he
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puts over his head and shoulders, will sleep night after night on the snow-- in a degree
of cold which would extinguish the life of one exposed to it in any woollen clothing." He
had seen them asleep thus. Yet he adds, "They are not hardier than other people." But,
probably, man did not live long on the earth without discovering the convenience which
there is in a house, the domestic comforts, which phrase may have originally signified the
satisfactions of the house more than of the family; though these must be extremely partial
and occasional in those climates where the house is associated in our thoughts with
winter or the rainy season chiefly, and two thirds of the year, except for a parasol, is
unnecessary. In our climate, in the summer, it was formerly almost solely a covering at
night. In the Indian gazettes a wigwam was the symbol of a day's march, and a row of
them cut or painted on the bark of a tree signified that so many times they had camped.
Man was not made so large limbed and robust but that he must seek to narrow his world
and wall in a space such as fitted him. He was at first bare and out of doors; but though
this was pleasant enough in serene and warm weather, by daylight, the rainy season and
the winter, to say nothing of the ton-id sun, would perhaps have nipped his race in the bud
if he had not made haste to clothe himself with the shelter of a house. Adam and Eve,
according to the fable, wore the bower before other clothes. Man wanted a home, a place
of waimth, or comfort, first of warmth, then the warmth of the affections.
We may imagine a time when, in the infancy of the human race, some
enterprising mortal crept into a hollow in a rock for shelter. Every child begins the world
again, to some extent, and loves to stay outdoors, even in wet and cold. It plays house, as
well as horse, having an instinct for it. Who does not remember the interest with which,
when young, he looked at shelving rocks, or any approach to a cave? It was the natural
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yearning of that portion, any portion of our most primitive ancestor which still survived
in us. From the cave we have advanced to roofs of palm leaves, of bark and boughs, of
linen woven and stretched, of grass and straw, of boards and shingles, of stones and tiles.
At last, we know not what it is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in more
senses than we think. From the hearth the field is a great distance. It would be well,
perhaps, if we were to spend more of our days and nights without any obstruction
between us and the celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so much from under a roof,
or the saint dwell there so long. Birds do not sing in caves, nor do doves cherish their
innocence in dovecots. 94
However, if one designs to construct a dwelling-house, it behooves him to
exercise a little Yankee shrewdness, lest after all he find himself in a workhouse, a
labyrinth without a clue, a museum, an almshouse, a prison, or a splendid mausoleum
instead. Consider first how slight a shelter is absolutely necessary. I have seen Penobscot
Indians, 95 in this town, living in tents of thin cotton cloth, while the snow was nearly a
foot deep around them, and I thought that they would be glad to have it deeper to keep
out the wind. Formerly, when how to get my living honestly, with freedom left for my
proper pursuits, was a question which vexed me even more than it does now, for
unfortunately I am become somewhat callous, I used to see a large box by the railroad,
six feet long by three wide, in which the laborers locked up their tools at night; and it
suggested to me that every man who was hard pushed might get such a one for a dollar,
and, having bored a few auger holes in it, to admit the air at least, get into it when it
rained and at night, and hook down the lid, and so have freedom in his love, and in his
94
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soul be free. This did not appear the worst, nor by any means a despicable alternative.
You could sit up as late as you pleased, and, whenever you got up, go abroad without any
landlord or house-lord dogging you for rent. Many a man is harassed to death to pay the
rent of a larger and more luxurious box who would not have frozen to death in such a box
as this. I am far from jesting. Economy is a subject which admits of being treated with
levity, but it cannot so be disposed of. A comfortable house for a rude and hardy race,
that lived mostly out of doors, was once made here almost entirely of such materials as
Nature furnished ready to their hands. Gookin, 96 who was superintendent of the Indians
subjectto the Massachusetts Colony, writing in 1674, says, "The best of their houses are
covered very neatly, tight and warm, with barks of trees, slipped from their bodies at
those seasons when the sap is up, and made into great flakes, with pressure of weighty
timber, when they are green .... The meaner sort are covered with mats which they make
of a kind of bulrush, and are also indifferently tight and warm, but not so good as the
fonner. ... Some I have seen, sixty or a hundred feet long and thirty feet broad .... I have
often lodged in their wigwams, and found them as wann as the best English houses." He
adds that they were commonly carpeted and lined within with well-wrought embroidered
mats, and were furnished with various utensils. The Indians had advanced so far as to
regulate the effect of the wind by a mat suspended over the hole in the roof and moved by
a string. Such a lodge was in the first instance constructed in a day or two at most, and
taken down and put up in a few hours; and every family owned one, or its apartment in
one.
In the savage state every family owns a shelter as good as the best, and sufficient
for its coarser and simpler wants; but I think that I speak within bounds when I say that,
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though the birds of the air have their nests, and the foxes their holes, and the savages their
wigwams, in modern civilized society not more than one half the families own a shelter.
In the large towns and cities, where civilization especially prevails, the number of those
who own a shelter is a very small fraction of the whole. The rest pay an annual tax for
this outside garment of all, become indispensable summer and winter, which would buy a
village of Indian wigwams, but now helps to keep them poor as long as they live. I do not
mean to insist here on the disadvantage of hiring compared with owning, but it is evident
that the savage owns his shelter because it costs so little, while the civilized man hires his
commonly because he cannot afford to own it; nor can he, in the long nm, any better
afford to hire. But, answers one, by merely paying this tax, the poor civilized man secures
an abode which is a palace compared with the savage's. An ammal rent of from twenty
five to a hundred dollars (these are the country rates) entitles him to the benefit of the
improvements of centuries, spacious apartments, clean paint and paper, Rumford
fireplace, 97 back plastering, Venetian blinds, copper pump, spring lock, a commodious
cellar, and many other things. But how happens it that he who is said to enjoy these
things is so commonly a poor civilized man, while the savage, who has them not, is rich
as a savage? If it is asse1ted that civilization is a real advance in the condition of man
and I think that it is, though only the wise improve their advantages-it must be shown
that it has produced better dwellings without making them more costly; and the cost of a
thing is the amount of what I will call life which is required to be exchanged for it,
immediately or in the long run. An average house in this neighborhood costs perhaps
eight hundred dollars, and to lay up this sum will take from ten to fifteen years of the
97
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laborer's life, even if he is not encumbered with a family-estimating the pecuniary 98
value of every man's labor at one dollar a day, for if some receive more, others receive
less;-so that he must have spent more than half his life commonly before his wigwam
will be earned. If we suppose him to pay a rent instead, this is but a doubtful choice of
evils. Would the savage have been wise to exchange his wigwam for a palace on these
terms?
It may be guessed that I reduce almost the whole advantage of holding this
superfluous property as a fund in store against the future, so far as the individual is
concerned, mainly to the defraying of funeral expenses. But perhaps a man is not required
to bury himself. Nevertheless this points to an important distinction between the civilized
man and the savage; and, no doubt, they have designs on us for our benefit, in making the
life of a civilized people an institution, in which the life of the individual is to a great
extent absorbed, in order to preserve and perfect that of the race. But I wish to show at
what a sacrifice this advantage is at present obtained, and to suggest that we may possibly
so live as to secure all the advantage without suffering any of the disadvantage. What
mean ye by saying that the poor ye have always with you, or that the fathers have eaten
sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge?
"As I live, saith the Lord God, ye shall not have occasion any more to use this
proverb in Israel. "99
"Behold all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is
mine: the soul that sinneth, it shall die. 11100

98 Adjective: of, relating to, or consisting of money.
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When I consider my neighbors, the farmers of Concord, who are at least as well
off as the other classes, I find that for the most part they have been toiling twenty, thirty,
or forty years, that they may become the real owners of their farms, which commonly
they have inherited with encumbrances, or else bought with hired money-and we may
regard one third of that toil as the cost of their houses, -but commonly they have not
paid for them yet. It is true, the encumbrances sometimes outweigh the value of the farm,
so that the fann itself becomes one great encumbrance, and still a man is found to inhe1it
it, being well acquainted with it, as he says. On applying to the assessors, I am surprised
to learn that they cannot at once name a dozen in the town who own their farms free and
clear. If you would know the history of these homesteads, inquire at the bank where they
are mo1tgaged. The man who has actually paid for his farm with labor on it is so rare that
every neighbor can point to him. I doubt if there are three such men in Concord. What
has been said of the merchants, that a very large majority, even ninety-seven in a
hundred, are sure to fail, is equally true of the farmers. With regard to the merchants,
however, one of them says pe1tinently that a great pait of their failures are not genuine
pecuniary failures, but merely failures to fulfil their engagements, because it is
inconvenient; that is, it is the moral character that breaks down. But this puts an infinitely
worse face on the matter, and suggests, beside, that probably not even the other three
succeed in saving their souls, but are perchance bankrupt in a worse sense than they who
fail honestly. Bankruptcy and repudiation are the springboards from which much of our
civilization vaults and turns its somersets, 101 but the savage stands on the unelastic plank
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of famine. Yet the Middlesex Cattle Show goes off here with eclat 102 ammally, as if all
the joints of the agricultmal machine were suent. 103
The farmer is endeavoring to solve the problem of a livelihood by a fommla more
complicated than the problem itself. To get his shoestrings he speculates in herds of
cattle. With consummate skill he has set his trap with a hair springe 104 to catch comfort
and independence, and then, as he turned away, got his own leg into it. This is the reason
he is poor; and for a similar reason we are all poor in respect to a thousand savage
comforts, though smrnunded by luxuries. As Chapman sings,"The false society of men-for earthly greatness
All heavenly comforts rarefies to air." 105
And when the fa1111er has got his house, he may not be the richer but the poorer
for it, and it be the house that has got him. As I understand it, that was a valid objection
urged by Momus 106 against the house which Minerva 107 made, that she "had not made it
movable, by which means a bad neighborhood might be avoided"; and it may still be
urged, for our houses are such unwieldy property that we are often imprisoned rather than
housed in them; and the bad neighborhood to be avoided is our own scurvy selves. I
know one or two families, at least, in this town, who, for nearly a generation, have been
wishing to sell their houses in the outskirts and move into the village, but have not been
able to accomplish it, and only death will set them free.

Noun: ostentatious display.
Adjective: working smoothly.
104
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Granted that the majority are able at last either to own or hire the modem house
with all its improvements. While civilization has been improving our houses, it has not
equally improved the men who are to inhabit them. It has created palaces, but it was not
so easy to create noblemen and kings. And if the civilized man's pursuits are no worthier
than the savage's, if he is employed the greater part of his life in obtaining gross
necessaries and comforts merely, why should he have a better dwelling than the former?

But how do the poor minority fare? Perhaps it will be found that just in proportion
as some have been placed in outward circumstances above the savage, others have been
degraded below him. The luxury of one class is counterbalanced by the indigence of
another. On the one side is the palace, on the other are the almshouse and "silent poor."
The myriads who built the pyramids to be the tombs of the Pharaohs were fed on garlic,
and it may be were not decently buried themselves. The mason who finishes the cornice
of the palace returns at night perchance to a hut not so good as a wigwam. It is a mistake
to suppose that, in a country where the usual evidences of civilization exist, the condition
of a very large body of the inhabitants may not be as degraded as that of savages. I refer
to the degraded poor, not now to the degraded 1ich. To know this I should not need to
look farther than to the shanties which everywhere border our railroads, that last
improvement in civilization; where I see in my daily walks human beings living in sties,
and all winter with an open door, for the sake of light, without any visible, often
imaginable, wood-pile, and the fonns of both old and young are pe1manently contracted
by the long habit of shrinking from cold and misery, and the development of all their
limbs and faculties is checked. It certainly is fair to look at that class by whose labor the
works which distinguish this generation are accomplished. Such too, to a greater or less
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extent, is the condition of the operatives of every denomination in England, which is the
great workhouse of the world. Or I could refer you to Ireland, 108 which is marked as one
of the white or enlightened spots on the map. Contrast the physical condition of the Irish
with that of the North American Indian, or the South Sea Islander, or any other savage
race before it was degraded by contact with the civilized man. Yet I have no doubt that
that people's rulers are as wise as the average of civilized rulers. Their condition only
proves what squalidness may consist with civilization. I hardly need refer now to the
laborers in our Southern States who produce the staple expo1is of this country, and are
themselves a staple production of the South. But to confine myself to those who are said
to be in moderate circumstances.
Most men appear never to have considered what a house is, and are actually
though needlessly poor all their lives because they think that they must have such a one
as their neighbors have. As if one were to wear any sort of coat which the tailor might cut
out for him, or, gradually leaving off palm-leaf hat or cap of woodchuck skin, complain
of hard times because he could not afford to buy him a crown! It is possible to invent a
house still more convenient and luxurious than we have, which yet all would admit that
man could not afford to pay for. Shall we always study to obtain more of these things,
and not sometimes to be content with less? Shall the respectable citizen thus gravely
teach, by precept and example, the necessity of the young man's providing a certain
number of superfluous glow-shoes, 109 and umbrellas, and empty guest chambers for
empty guests, before he dies? Why should not our furniture be as simple as the Arab's or

108 A reference to the Irish potato famine.
109 A type of waterproof over-shoe.
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the Indian's? When I think of the benefactors of the race, whom we have apotheosized 110
as messengers from heaven, bearers of divine gifts to man, I do not see in my mind any
retinue at their heels, any carload of fashionable furniture. Or what if I were to allow
would it not be a singular allowance? -that our furniture should be more complex than
the Arab's, in proportion as we are morally and intellectually his supe1iors! At present our
houses are cluttered and defiled with it, and a good housewife would sweep out the
greater part into the dust hole, and not leave her morning's work undone. Morning work!
By the blushes of Aurora111 and the music of Memnon, 112 what should be man's morning
work in this world? I had three pieces of limestone on my desk, but I was terrified to find
that they required to be dusted daily, when the furniture of my mind was all undusted
still, and threw them out the window in disgust. How, then, could I have a furnished
house? I would rather sit in the open air, for no dust gathers on the grass, unless where
man has broken ground.
It is the luxurious and dissipated who set the fashions which the herd so diligently
follow. The traveller who stops at the best houses, so called, soon discovers this, for the
publicans presume him to be a Sardanapalus, 113 and if he resigned himself to their tender
mercies he would soon be completely emasculated. I think that in the railroad car we are
inclined to spend more on luxury than on safety and convenience, and it threatens without
attaining these to become no better than a modern drawing-room, with its divans, and
ottomans, and sun-shades, and a hm1dred other oriental things, which we are taking west
with us, invented for the ladies of the harem and the effeminate natives of the Celestial
110
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Empire,114 which Jonathan115 should be ashamed to know the names of. I would rather sit
on a pumpkin and have it all to myself than be crowded on a velvet cushion. I would
rather ride on earth in an ox cart, with a free circulation, than go to heaven in the fancy
car of an excursion train and breathe a malaria all the way.
The very simplicity and nakedness of man's life in the p1imitive ages imply this
advantage, at least, that they left him still but a sojourner in nature. When he was
refreshed with food and sleep, he contemplated his journey again. He dwelt, as it were, in
a tent in this world, and was either threading the valleys, or crossing the plains, or
climbing the mountain-tops. But lo! men have become the tools of their tools. The man
who independently plucked the fruits when he was hungry is become a fanner; and he
who stood under a tree for shelter, a housekeeper. We now no longer camp as for a night,
but have settled down on earth and forgotten heaven. We have adopted Christianity
merely as an improved method of agriculture. We have built for this world a family
mansion, and for the next a family tomb. The best works of art are the expression of
man's struggle to free himself from this condition, but the effect of our aii is merely to
make this low state comf011able and that higher state to be forgotten. There is actually no
place in this village for a work of fine art, if any had come down to us, to stand, for our
lives, our houses and streets, furnish no proper pedestal for it. There is not a nail to hang
a picture on, nor a shelf to receive the bust of a hero or a saint. When I consider how our
houses are built and paid for, or not paid for, and their internal economy managed and
sustained, I wonder that the floor does not give way under the visitor while he is admiring
the gewgaws upon the mantelpiece, and let him through into the cellar, to some solid and
114
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honest though earthy foundation. I cannot but perceive that this so-called rich and refined
life is a thing jumped at, and I do not get on in the enjoyment of the fine arts which adorn
it, my attention being wholly occupied with the jump; for I remember that the greatest
genuine leap, due to human muscles alone, on record, is that of certain wandering Arabs,
who are said to have cleared twenty-five feet on level ground. Without factitious support,
man is sure to come to earth again beyond that distance. The first question which I am
tempted to put to the proprietor of such great impropriety is, Who bolsters you? Are you
one of the ninety-seven who fail, or the three who succeed? Answer me these questions,
and then perhaps I may look at your bawbles and find them ornamental. The cart before
the horse is neither beautiful nor useful. Before we can adorn our houses with beautiful
objects the walls must be stripped, and our lives must be stripped, and beautiful
housekeeping and beautiful living be laid for a foundation: now, a taste for the beautiful
is most cultivated out of doors, where there is no house and no housekeeper.
Old Johnson, 116 in his "Wonder-Working Providence," speaking of the first
settlers of this town, with whom he was contemporary, tells us that "they burrow
themselves in the earth for their first shelter under some hillside, and, casting the soil
aloft upon timber, they make a smoky fire against the earth, at the highest side." They did
not "provide them houses," says he, ' 1 till the earth, by the Lord's blessing, brought forth
bread to feed them," and the first year's crop was so light that "they were forced to cut
their bread very thin for a long season." The secretary of the Province of New
Netherland, 117 writing in Dutch, in 1650, for the infonnation of those who wished to take
up land there, states more particularly that "those in New Netherland, and especially in
116
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New England, who have no means to build farmhouses at first according to their wishes,
dig a square pit in the ground, cellar fashion, six or seven feet deep, as long and as broad
as they think proper, case the earth inside with wood all round the wall, and line the wood
with the bark of trees or something else to prevent the caving in of the earth; floor this
cellar with plank, and wainscot 118 it overhead for a ceiling, raise a roof of spars clear up,
and cover the spars with bark or green sods, so that they can live dry and wann in these
houses with their entire families for two, three, and four years, it being understood that
partitions are run through those cellars which are adapted to the size of the family. The
wealthy and principal men in New England, in the beginning of the colonies, commenced
their first dwelling-houses in this fashion for two reasons: firstly, in order not to waste
time in building, and not to want food the next season; secondly, in order not to
discourage poor laboring people whom they brought over in numbers from Fatherland. In
the course of three or four years, when the country became adapted to agriculture, they
built themselves handsome houses, spending on them several thousands."
In this course which our ancestors took there was a show of prudence at least, as
if their principle were to satisfy the more pressing wants first. But are the more pressing
wants satisfied now? When I think of acquiring for myself one of our luxurious
dwellings, I am deterred, for, so to speak, the country is not yet adapted to human culture,
and we are still forced to cut our spiritual bread far thinner than our forefathers did their
wheaten. Not that all architectural ornament is to be neglected even in the rudest periods;
but let our houses first be lined with beauty, where they come in contact with our lives,
like the tenement of the shellfish, and not overlaid with it. But, alas! I have been inside
one or two of them, and know what they are lined with.
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Though we are not so degenerate but that we might possibly live in a cave or a
wigwam or wear skins today, it certainly is better to accept the advantages, though so
dearly bought, which the invention and industry of mankind offer. In such a
neighborhood as this, boards and shingles, lime and bricks, are cheaper and more easily
obtained than suitable caves, or whole logs, or bark in sufficient quantities, or even well
tempered clay or flat stones. I speak understandingly on this subject, for I have made
myself acquainted with it both theoretically and practically. With a little more wit we
might use these materials so as to become iicher than the richest now are, and make our
civilization a blessing. The civilized man is a more experienced and wiser savage. But to
make haste to my own experiment.

Near the end of March, 1845, I bon-owed an axe and went down to the woods by
Walden Pond, nearest to where I intended to build my house, and began to cut down
some tall, arrowy white pines, still in their youth, for timber. It is difficult to begin
without bo1Towing, but perhaps it is the most generous course thus to permit your fellow
men to have an interest in your enterprise. The owner of the axe, as he released his hold
on it, said that it was the apple of his eye; but I returned it sharper than I received it. It
was a pleasant hillside where I worked, covered with pine woods, through which I looked
out on the pond, and a small open field in the woods where pines and hickories were
springing up. The ice in the pond was not yet dissolved, though there were some open
spaces, and it was all dark-colored and saturated with water. There were some slight
flurries of snow during the days that I worked there; but for the most part when I came
out on to the railroad, on my way home, its yellow sand-heap stretched away gleaming in
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the hazy atmosphere, and the rails shone in the spring sun, and I heard the lark and pewee
and other birds already come to commence another year with us. They were pleasant
spring days, in which the winter of man's discontent 119 was thawing as well as the earth,
and the life that had lain torpid began to stretch itself. One day, when my axe had come
off and I had cut a green hickory for a wedge, driving it with a stone, and had placed the
whole to soak in a pond-hole in order to swell the wood, I saw a striped snake run into the
water, and he lay on the bottom, apparently without inconvenience, as long as I stayed
there, or more than a quarter of an hour; perhaps because he had not yet fairly come out
of the torpid state. It appeared to me that for a like reason men remain in their present low
and primitive condition; but if they should feel the influence of the spring of springs
arousing them, they would of necessity rise to a higher and more ethereal life. I had
previously seen the snakes in frosty mornings in my path with portions of their bodies
still numb and inflexible, waiting for the sun to thaw them. On the 1st of April it rained
and melted the ice, and in the early part of the day, which was very foggy, I heard a stray
goose groping about over the pond and cackling as if lost, or like the spirit of the fog.
So I went on for some days cutting and hewing timber, and also studs and rafters,
all with my narrow axe, not having many communicable or scholar-like thoughts, singing
to myself,Men say they know many things;
But lo! they have taken wings,
The a1ts and sciences,
And a thousand appliances;
The wind that blows
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Is all that anybody knows. 120
I hewed the main timbers six inches square, most of the studs on two sides only, and the
rafters and floor timbers on one side, leaving the rest of the bark on, so that they were just
as straight and much stronger than sawed ones. Each stick was carefully mortised or
tenoned121 by its stump, for I had borrowed other tools by this time. My days in the
woods were not very long ones; yet I usually carried my dinner of bread and butter, and
read the newspaper in which it was wrapped, at noon, sitting amid the green pine boughs
which I had cut off, and to my bread was imparted some of their fragrance, for my hands
were covered with a thick coat of pitch. Before I had done I was more the friend than the
foe of the pine tree, though I had cut down some of them, having become better
acquainted with it. Sometimes a rambler in the wood was attracted by the sound of my
axe, and we chatted pleasantly over the chips which I had made.
By the middle of April, for I made no haste in my work, but rather made the most
of it, my house was framed and ready for the raising. I had already bought the shanty of
James Collins, an Irishman who worked on the Fitchburg Railroad, for boards. James
Collins' shanty was considered an uncommonly fine one. When I called to see it he was
not at home. I walked about the outside, at first unobserved from within, the window was
so deep and high. It was of small dimensions, with a peaked cottage roof, and not much
else to be seen, the dirt being raised five feet all around as if it were a compost heap. The
roof was the soundest part, though a good deal warped and made brittle by the sun.
Doorsill there was none, but a perennial passage for the hens under the door-board. Mrs.
C. came to the door and asked me to view it from the inside. The hens were driven in by
120
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my approach. It was dark, and had a dirt floor for the most part, dank, clammy, and
aguish, only here a board and there a board which would not bear removal. She lighted a
lamp to show me the inside of the roof and the walls, and also that the board floor
extended under the bed, warning me not to step into the cellar, a so1t of dust hole two feet
deep. In her own words, they were good boards overhead, good boards all around, and a
good window"-of two whole squares originally, only the cat had passed out that way
lately. There was a stove, a bed, and a place to sit, an infant in the house where it was
born, a silk parasol, gilt-framed looking-glass, and a patent new coffee-mill nailed to an
oak sapling, all told. The bargain was soon concluded, for James had in the meanwhile
returned. I to pay four dollars and twenty-five cents tonight, he to vacate at five tomorrow
morning, selling to nobody else meanwhile: I to take possession at six. It were well, he
said, to be there early, and anticipate ce1tain indistinct but wholly unjust claims on the
score of ground rent and fuel. This he assured me was the only encumbrance. At six I
passed him and his family on the road. One large bundle held their all-bed, coffee-mill,
looking-glass, hens-all but the cat; she took to the woods and became a wild cat, and, as
I learned afterward, trod in a trap set for woodchucks, and so became a dead cat at last.
I took down this dwelling the same morning, drawing the nails, and removed it to
the pond-side by small cartloads, spreading the boards on the grass there to bleach and
warp back again in the sun. One early thrush gave me a note or two as I drove along the
woodland path. I was informed treacherously by a young Patrick that neighbor Seeley, an
Irishman, in the intervals of the carting, transfeITed the still tolerable, straight, and
drivable nails, staples, and spikes to his pocket, and then stood when I came back to pass
the time of day, and look freshly up, unconcerned, with spring thoughts, at the
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devastation; there being a deru1h of work, as he said. He was there to represent
spectatordom, and help make this seemingly insignificant event one with the removal of
the gods of Troy. 122
I dug my cellar in the side of a hill sloping to the south, where a woodchuck had
formerly dug his burrow, down through sumach and blackberry roots, and the lowest
stain of vegetation, six feet square by seven deep, to a fine sand where potatoes would not
freeze in any winter. The sides were left shelving, and not stoned; but the sun having
never shone on them, the sand still keeps its place. It was but two hours' work. I took
particular pleasure in this breaking of ground, for in almost all latitudes men dig into the
earth for an equable temperature. Under the most splendid house in the city is still to be
found the cellar where they store their roots as of old, and long after the superstructure
has disappeared posterity remark its dent in the earth. The house is still but a so11 of porch
at the entrance of a burrow.
At length, in the beginning of May, with the help of some of my acquaintances,
rather to improve so good an occasion for neighborliness thru1 from any necessity, I set up
the frame of my house. No man was ever more honored in the character of his raisers
than I. They are destined, I trust, to assist at the raising of loftier structures one day. I
began to occupy my house on the 4th of July, as soon as it was boarded and roofed, for
the boards were carefully feather-edged and lapped, so that it was perfectly impervious to
rain, but before boarding I laid the foundation of a chimney at one end, bringing two
caitloads of stones up the hill from the pond in my ain1s. I built the chimney after my
hoeing in the fall, before a fire became necessary for warmth, doing my cooking in the
meanwhile out of doors on the ground, early in the morning: which mode I still think is in
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some respects more convenient and agreeable than the usual one. When it stonned before
my bread was baked, I fixed a few boards over the fire, and sat under them to watch my
loaf, and passed some pleasant hours in that way. In those days, when my hands were
much employed, I read but little, but the least scraps of paper which lay on the ground,
my holder, or tablecloth, afforded me as much entertainment, in fact answered the same
purpose as the lliad. 123

It would be worth the while to build still more deliberately than I did, considering,
for instance, what foundation a door, a window, a cellar, a garret, have in the nature of
man, and perchance never raising any superstrncture until we found a better reason for it
than our temporal necessities even. There is some of the same fitness in a man's building
his own house that there is in a bird's building its own nest. Who knows but if men
constrncted their dwellings with their own hands, and provided food for themselves and
families simply and honestly enough, the poetic faculty would be universally developed,
as birds universally sing when they are so engaged? But alas! we do like cowbirds and
cuckoos, which lay their eggs in nests which other birds have built, and cheer no traveller
with their chattering and unmusical notes. Shall we forever resign the pleasure of
construction to the carpenter? What does architecture amount to in the experience of the
mass of men? I never in all my walks came across a man engaged in so simple and
natural an occupation as building his house. We belong to the community. It is not the
tailor alone who is the ninth pa1t of a man; 124 it is as much the preacher, and the
merchant, and the farmer. Where is this division of labor to end? and what object does it
123
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finally serve? No doubt another may also think for me; but it is not therefore desirable
that he should do so to the exclusion of my thinking for myself.
True, there are architects so called in this country, and I have heard of one at least
possessed with the idea of making architectural ornaments have a core of truth, a
necessity, and hence a beauty, as if it were a revelation to him. All very well perhaps
from his point of view, but only a little better than the common dilettantism. A
sentimental reformer in architecture, he began at the cornice, not at the foundation. It was
only how to put a core of truth within the ornaments, that every sugarplum, in fact, might
have an almond or caraway seed in it-though 1 hold that almonds are most wholesome
without the sugar-and not how the inhabitant, the indweller, might build truly within
and without, and let the ornaments take care of themselves. What reasonable man ever
supposed that ornaments were something outward and in the skin merely,-that the
tortoise got his spotted shell, or the shell-fish its mother-o'-pearl tints, by such a contract
as the inhabitants of Broadway their Trinity Church? But a man has no more to do with
the style of architecture of his house than a tortoise with that of its shell: nor need the
soldier be so idle as to try to paint the precise color of his virtue on his standard. The
enemy will find it out. He may turn pale when the trial comes. This man seemed to me to
lean over the cornice, and timidly whisper his half truth to the rude occupants who really
knew it better than he. What of architectural beauty I now see, I know has gradually
grown from within outward, out of the necessities and character of the indweller, who is
the only builder-out of some unconscious truthfulness, and nobleness, without ever a
thought for the appearance and whatever additional beauty of this kind is destined to be
produced will be preceded by a like unconscious beauty of life. The most interesting
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dwellings in this country, as the painter knows, are the most unpretending, humble log
huts and cottages of the poor commonly; it is the life of the inhabitants whose shells they
are, and not any peculiarity in their surfaces merely, which makes them picturesque; and
equally interesting will be the citizen's suburban box, when his life shall be as simple and
as agreeable to the imagination, and there is as little straining after effect in the style of
his dwelling. A great proportion of architectural ornaments are literally hollow, and a
September gale would strip them off, like borrowed plumes, without injury to the
substantials. They can do without architecture who have no olives nor wines in the cellar.
What if an equal ado were made about the ornaments of style in literature, and the
architects of our bibles spent as much time about their cornices as the architects of our
·

- and the beaux-arts 126 and the1r professors.
churches do? So are made the belles-lettres1'5
Much it concerns a man, forsooth, how a few sticks are slanted over him or under him,
and what colors are daubed upon his box. It would signify somewhat, if, in any earnest
sense, he slanted them and daubed it; but the spirit having departed out of the tenant, it is
of a piece with constructing his own coffin-the architecture of the grave- and
"carpenter" is but another name for "coffin-maker." One man says, in his despair or
indifference to life, take up a handful of the earth at your feet, and paint your house that
color. Is he thinking of his last and naiT0W house? Toss up a copper for it as well. What
an abundance of leisure be must have! Why do you take up a handful of dirt? Better paint
your house your own complexion; let it tum pale or blush for you. An enterprise to
improve the style of cottage architecture! When you have got my ornaments ready, I will
wear them.
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Before winter I built a chimney, and shingled the sides of my house, which were
already impervious to rain, with imperfect and sappy shingles made of the first slice of
the log, whose edges I was obliged to straighten with a plane.
I have thus a tight shingled and plastered house, ten feet wide by fifteen long, and
eight-feet posts, with a ganet and a closet, a large window on each side, tvvo trap-doors,
one door at the end, and a brick fireplace opposite. The exact cost of my house, paying
the usual price for such materials as I used, but not counting the work, all of which was
done by myself, was as follows; and I give the details because very few are able to tell
exactly what their houses cost, and fewer still, if any, the separate cost of the various
materials which compose them:Boards....................$ 8.03 1/2, (mostly shanty boards.)
Refuse shingles for roof and sides.......................... 4.00
Laths............................................................... 1.25
Two second-hand windows with glass..................... 2.43
One thousand old brick. ....................................... 4.00
Two casks of lime........................ 2.40 (That was high.)
Hair. ................................. 0.31 (More than I needed.)
Mantle-tree iron................................................ 0.15
Nails ............................................................... 3.90
Hinges and screws........................................... 0.14
Latch........................................................... 0.10
Chalk........................................................... 0.01
Transportation.. 1.40 (I carried a good part on my back.)
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----- In all.. ........................... $ 28.12 ½
These are all the materials, excepting the timber, stones, and sand, which I
claimed by squatter's right. I have also a small woodshed adjoining, made chiefly of the
stuff which was left after building the house.
I intend to build me a house which will surpass any on the main street in Concord
in grandeur and luxury, as soon as it pleases me as much and will cost me no more than
my present one.
I thus found that the student who wishes for a shelter can obtain one for a lifetime
at an expense not greater than the rent which he now pays annually. If I seem to boast
more than is becoming, my excuse is that I brag for humanity rather than for myself; and
my shortcomings and inconsistencies do not affect the truth of my statement.
Notwithstanding much cant and hypocrisy-chaff which I find it difficult to separate
from my wheat, but for which I am as sorry as any man-I will breathe freely and stretch
myself in this respect, it is such a relief to both the moral and physical system; and I am
resolved that I will not through humility become the devil's attorney. I will endeavor to
speak a good word for the truth. At Cambridge College 127 the mere rent of a student's
room, which is only a little larger than my own, is thirty dollars each year, though the
corporation had the advantage of building thirty-two side by side and under one roof, and
the occupant suffers the inconvenience of many and noisy neighbors, and perhaps a
residence in the fourth story. I cannot but think that if we had more true wisdom in these
respects, not only less education would be needed, because, forsooth, more would already
have been acquired, but the pecuniary expense of getting an education would in a great
measure vanish. Those conveniences which the student requires at Cambridge or
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elsewhere cost him or somebody else ten times as great a sac1ifice oflife as they would
with proper management on both sides. Those things for which the most money is
demanded are never the things which the student most wants. Tuition, for instance, is au
important item in the term bill, while for the far more valuable education which he gets
by associating with the most cultivated ofhis contemporaries no charge is made. The
mode offounding a college is, commonly, to get up a subscription ofdollars and cents,
and then, following blindly the principles of a division oflabor to its extreme- a principle
which should never be followed but with circumspection-to call in a contractor who
makes this a subject ofspeculation, and he employs Irishmen or other operatives actually
to lay the foundations, while the students that are to be are said to be fitting themselves
for it; and for these oversights successive generations have to pay. I think that it would be
better than this, for the students, or those who desire to be benefited by it, even to lay the
foundation themselves. The student who secures his coveted leisure and retirement by
systematically shirking any labor necessary to man obtains but an ignoble and
unprofitable leisure, defrauding himself ofthe experience which alone can make leisure
frnitful. "But," says one, "you do not mean that the students should go to work with their
hands instead oftheir heads?" I do not mean that exactly, but I mean something which he
might think a good deal like that; I mean that they should not play life, or study it merely,
while the community supp01is them at this expensive game, but earnestly live it from
beginning to end. How could youths better learn to live than by at once trying the
experiment ofliving? Methinks this would exercise their minds as much as mathematics.
If I wished a boy to know something about the arts and sciences, for instance, I would not
pursue the common course, which is merely to send him into the neighborhood of some
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professor, where anything is professed and practised but the art of life;-to survey the
world through a telescope or a microscope, and never with his natural eye; to study
chemistry, and not learn how his bread is made, or mechanics, and not learn how it is
earned; to discover new satellites to Neptune, and not detect the motes in his eyes, or to
what vagabond he is a satellite himself; or to be devoured by the monsters that swarm all
around him, while contemplating the monsters in a drop of vinegar. Which would have
advanced the most at the end of a month-the boy who had made his own jackknife from
the ore which he had dug and smelted, reading as much as would be necessary for this
or the boy who had attended the lectures on metallurgy at the Institute in the meanwhile,
and had received a Rodgers penknife from his father? Which would be most likely to cut
his fingers?... To my astonishment I was infom1ed on leaving college that I had studied
navigation!-why, ifl had taken one tum down the harbor I should have known more
about it. Even the poor student studies and is taught only political economy, while that
economy of living which is synonymous with philosophy is not even sincerely professed
in our colleges. The consequence is, that while he is reading Adam Smith, 128 Ricardo, 129
and Say, 130 he runs his father in debt irretrievably.
As with our colleges, so with a hundred "modem improvements"; there is an
illusion about them; there is not always a positive advance. The devil goes on exacting
compound interest to the last for his early share and numerous succeeding investments in
them. Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from serious
things. They are but improved means to an unimproved end, an end which it was already
but too easy to arrive at; as railroads lead to Boston or New York. We are in great haste
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to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be,
have nothing important to communicate. Either is in such a predicament as the man who
was earnest to be introduced to a distinguished deaf woman, but when he was presented,
and one end of her ear trumpet was put into his hand, had nothing to say. As if the main
object were to talk fast and not to talk sensibly. We are eager to tunnel under the Atlantic
and bring the Old World some weeks nearer to the New; but perchance the first news that
will leak through into the broad, flapping American ear will be that the Princess Adelaide
has the whooping cough. After all, the man whose horse trots a mile in a minute does not
carry the most important messages; he is not an evangelist, nor does he come round
eating locusts and wild honey. I doubt if Flying Childers 131 ever carried a peck of com to
mill.
One says to me, "I wonder that you do not lay up money; you love to travel; you
might take the cars and go to Fitchburg today and see the country." But I am wiser than
that. I have learned that the swiftest traveller is he that goes afoot. I say to my friend,
Suppose we try who will get there first. The distance is thirty miles; the fare ninety cents.
That is almost a day's wages. I remember when wages were sixty cents a day for laborers
on this very road. Well, I start now on foot, and get there before night; I have travelled at
that rate by the week together. You will in the meanwhile have earned your fare, and
arrive there some time tomonow, or possibly this evening, if you are lucky enough to get
a job in season. Instead of going to Fitchburg, you will be working here the greater part
of the day. And so, if the railroad reached round the world, I think that I should keep
ahead of you; and as for seeing the country and getting experience of that kind, I should
have to cut your acquaintance altogether.
131

The name of an English racehorse.

Everhart127
Such is the universal law, which no man can ever outwit, and with regard to the
railroad even we may say it is as broad as it is long. To make a railroad round the world
available to all mankind is equivalent to grading the whole surface of the planet. Men
have an indistinct notion that if they keep up this activity of joint stocks and spades long
enough all will at length ride somewhere, in next to no time, and for nothing; but though
a crowd rushes to the depot, and the conductor shouts "All aboard!" when the smoke is
blown away and the vapor condensed, it will be perceived that a few are riding, but the
rest are run over-and it will be called, and will be, "A melancholy accident." No doubt
they can ride at last who shall have earned their fare, that is, if they survive so long, but
they will probably have lost their elasticity and desire to travel by that time. This
spending of the best pa1i of one's life earning money in order to enjoy a questionable
liberty during the least valuable paii of it reminds me of the Englishman who went to
India to make a fortune first, in order that he might return to England and live the life of a
poet. He should have gone up gan-et at once. "What!" exclaim a million Irishmen starting
up from all the shanties in the land, "is not this railroad which we have built a good
thing?" Yes, I answer, comparatively good, that is, you might have done worse; but I
wish, as you are brothers of mine, that you could have spent your time better than digging
in this dili.
Before I finished my house, wishing to earn ten or twelve dollars by some honest
and agreeable method, in order to meet my unusual expenses, I planted about two acres
and a half of light and sandy soil near it chiefly with beans, but also a small part with
potatoes, com, peas, and turnips. The whole lot contains eleven acres, mostly growing up
to pines and hickories, and was sold the preceding season for eight dollars and eight cents
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an acre. One farmer said that it was "good for nothing but to raise cheeping squirrels on."
I put no manure whatever on this land, not being the owner, but merely a squatter, and
not expecting to cultivate so much again, and I did not quite hoe it all once. I got out
several cords of stumps in plowing, which supplied me with fuel for a long time, and left
small circles of virgin mould, easily distinguishable through the summer by the greater
luxuriance of the beans there. The dead and for the most part unmerchantable wood
behind my house, and the driftwood from the pond, have supplied the remainder of my
fuel. I was obliged to hire a team and a man for the plowing, though I held the plow
myself. My farm outgoes for the first season were, for implements, seed, work, etc.,
$14.72 1/2. The seed corn was given me. This never costs anything to speak of, unless
you plant more than enough. I got twelve bushels of beans, and eighteen bushels of
potatoes, beside some peas and sweet com. The yellow corn and turnips were too late to
come to anything. My whole income from the farm was
$ 23.44
Deducting the outgoes............. 14.72 ½
There are left.. .......................... $ 8.71 1/2

beside produce consumed and on hand at the time this estimate was made of the value of
$4.50-the amount on hand much more than balancing a little grass which I did not raise.
All things considered, that is, considering the importance of a man's soul and of today,
notwithstanding the sho11 time occupied by my experiment, nay, partly even because of
its transient character, I believe that that was doing better than any fanner in Concord did
that year.
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The next year I did better still, for I spaded up all the land which I required, about
a third of an acre, and I learned from the experience of both years, not being in the least
awed by many celebrated works on husbandry, Arthur Young 132 among the rest, that if
one would live simply and eat only the crop which he raised, and raise no more than he
ate, and not exchange it for an insufficient quantity of more luxwious and expensive
things, he would need to cultivate only a few rods of ground, and that it would be cheaper
to spade up that than to use oxen to plow it, and to select a fresh spot from time to time
than to manure the old, and he could do all his necessary fann work as it were with his
left hand at odd hours in the summer; and thus he would not be tied to an ox, or horse, or
cow, or pig, as at present. I desire to speak impartially on this point, and as one not
interested in the success or failure of the present economical and social an·angements. I
was more independent than any farmer in Concord, for I was not anchored to a house or
fann, but could follow the bent of my genius, which is a very crooked one, every
moment. Beside being better off than they already, if my house had been burned or my
crops had failed, I should have been nearly as well off as before.
I am wont to think that men are not so much the keepers of herds as herds are the
keepers of men, the former are so much the freer. Men and oxen exchange work; but if
we consider necessary work only, the oxen will be seen to have greatly the advantage,
their farm is so much the larger. Man does some of his paii of the exchange work in his
six weeks of haying, and it is no boy's play. Certainly no nation that lived simply in all
respects, that is, no nation of philosophers, would commit so great a blunder as to use the
labor of animals. True, there never was and is not likely soon to be a nation of
philosophers, nor am I certain it is desirable that there should be. However, I should
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never have broken a horse or bull and taken him to board for any work he might do for
me, for fear I should become a horseman or a herdsman merely; and if society seems to
be the gainer by so doing, are we certain that what is one man's gain is not another's loss,
and that the stable-boy has equal cause with his master to be satisfied? Granted that some
public works would not have been constrncted without this aid, and let man share the
glory of such with the ox and horse; does it follow that he could not have accomplished
works yet more worthy of himself in that case? When men begin to do, not merely
unnecessary or a1tistic, but luxurious and idle work, with their assistance, it is inevitable
that a few do all the exchange work with the oxen, or, in other words, become the slaves
of the strongest. Man thus not only works for the animal within him, but, for a symbol of
this, he works for the animal without him. Though we have many substantial houses of
brick or stone, the prosperity of the farmer is still measured by the degree to which the
barn overshadows the house. This town is said to have the largest houses for oxen, cows,
and horses hereabouts, and it is not behindhand in its public buildings; but there are very
few halls for free worship or free speech in this county. It should not be by their
architecture, but why not even by their power of abstract thought, that nations should
seek to commemorate themselves? How much more admirable the Bhagvat-Geeta 133 than
all the ruins of the East! Towers and temples are the luxury of p1inces. A simple and
independent mind does not toil at the bidding of any prince. Genius is not a retainer to
any emperor, nor is its material silver, or gold, or marble, except to a trifling extent. To
what end, pray, is so much stone hammered? In Arcadia, 1 34 when I was there, I did not
see any hammering stone. Nations are possessed with an insane ambition to perpetuate
133
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the memory of themselves by the amount of hammered stone they leave. What if equal
pains were taken to smooth and polish their manners? One piece of good sense would be
more memorable than a monument as high as the moon. I love better to see stones in
place. The grandeur of Thebes 135 was a vulgar grandeur. More sensible is a rod of stone
wall that bounds an honest man's field than a hundred-gated Thebes that has wandered
farther from the true end of life. The religion and civilization which are barbaric and
heathenish build splendid temples; but what you might call Christianity does not. Most of
the stone a nation hammers goes toward its tomb only. It buries itself alive. As for the
Pyramids, there is nothing to wonder at in them so much as the fact that so many men
could be found degraded enough to spend their lives constructing a tomb for some
ambitious booby, whom it would have been wiser and manlier to have drowned in the
Nile, and then given his body to the dogs. I might possibly invent some excuse for them
and him, but I have no time for it. As for the religion and love of art of the builders, it is
much the same all the world over, whether the building be an Egyptian temple or the
United States Bank. It costs more than it comes to. The mainspring is vanity, assisted by
the love of garlic and bread and butter. Mr. Balcom, a promising young architect, designs
it on the back of his Vitruvius, 136 with hard pencil and ruler, and the job is let out to
Dobson & Sons, stonecutters. When the thirty centuries begin to look down on it,
mankind begin to look up at it. As for your high towers and monuments, there was a
crazy fellow once in this town who undertook to dig through to China, and he got so far
that, as be said, he heard the Chinese pots and kettles rattle; but I think that I shall not go
out of my way to admire the hole which he made. Many are concerned about the
13 5
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monuments of the West and the East-to know who built them. For my part, I should like
to know who in those days did not build them-who were above such trifling. But to
proceed with my statistics.
By surveying, carpentry, and day-labor of various other kinds in the village in the
meanwhile, for I have as many trades as fingers, I had earned $13 .34. The expense of
food for eight months, namely, from July 4th to March 1st, the time when these estimates
were made, though I lived there more than two years- not counting potatoes, a little green
com, and some peas, which I had raised, nor considering the value of what was on hand
at the last date- was
Rice......................$ 1.73 1/2
Molasses....................... 1.73
(Cheapest fom1 of the saccharine.)
Rye meal.................. 1.04 3/4
Indian meal............... 0.99 3/4
(Cheaper than rye.)
Pork............................. 0.22
(All Experiments Which Failed)
Flour.. ...................... 0.88
(Costs more than Indian meal,
both money and trouble.)
Sugar......................... 0.80
Lard.......................... 0.65
Apples....................... 0.25
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Dried apple .................. 0.22
Sweet potatoes............ 0.10
One pumpkin................. 0.06
One watermelon............ 0.02
Salt............................ 0.03
Yes, I did eat $8.74, all told; but I should not thus unblushingly publish my guilt, if I did
not know that most of my readers were equally guilty with myself, and that their deeds
would look no better in print. The next year I sometimes caught a mess of fish for my
dinner, and once I went so far as to slaughter a woodchuck which ravaged my bean
field-effect his transmigration, as a Tartai. 137 would say,-and devour him, partly for
experiment's sake; but though it afforded me a momentary enjoyment, notwithstanding a
musky flavor, I saw that the longest use would not make that a good practice, however it
might seem to have your woodchucks ready dressed by the village butcher.
Clothing and some incidental expenses within the same dates, though little can be
infe1Ted from this item, amounted to
$ 8.40 3/4
Oil and some household utensils.......2.00

So that all the pecuniary outgoes, excepting for washing and mending, which for the most
part were done out of the house, and their bills have not yet been received-and these are
all and more than all the ways by which money necessarily goes out in this part of the
world,-were
House................................... $ 28.12 1/2
137
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Farm one year. .......................... 14.72 1/2
Food eight months....................... 8.74
Clothing, etc., eight months ............ 8.40 3/4
Oil, etc., eight months ................. 2.00
----- In all..................................$ 61.99 3/4

I address myself now to those ofmy readers who have a living to get. And to meet this I
have for fann produce sold
$ 23.44
Earned by day-labor..................... 13.34
----- In all..................................$ 36.78

which subtracted from the sum ofthe outgoes leaves a balance of$25.21 3/4 on the one
side,-this being very nearly the means with which I started, and the measure of expenses
to be incun·ed-and on the other, beside the leisure and independence and health thus
secured, a comfortable house for me as long as I choose to occupy it.
These statistics, however accidental and therefore uninstructive they may appear,
as they have a certain completeness, have a certain value also. Nothing was given me of
which I have not rendered some account. It appears from the above estimate, that my
food alone cost me in money about twenty-seven cents a week. It was, for nearly two
years after this, rye and Indian meal without yeast, potatoes, rice, a very little salt pork,
molasses, and salt; and my drink, water. It was fit that I should live on rice, mainly, who
love so well the philosophy ofIndia. To meet the objections ofsome inveterate cavillers,
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I may as well state, that if I dined out occasionally, as I always had done, and I trust shall
have oppo1tunities to do again, it was frequently to the detiiment of my domestic
aiTangements. But the dining out, being, as I have stated, a constant element, does not in
the least affect a comparative statement like this.
I learned from my two years' experience that it would cost incredibly little trouble
to obtain one's necessary food, even in this latitude; that a man may use as simple a diet
as the animals, and yet retain health and sh·ength. I have made a satisfactory dinner,
satisfactory on several accounts, simply off a dish of purslane (Portulaca oleracea) which
I gathered in my cornfield, boiled and salted. I give the Latin on account of the savoriness
of the trivial name. And pray what more can a reasonable man desire, in peaceful times,
in ordinary noons, than a sufficient number of ears of green sweet corn boiled, with the
addition of salt? Even the little vaiiety which I used was a yielding to the demands of
appetite, and not of health. Yet men have come to such a pass that they frequently starve,
not for want of necessaries, but for want of luxuries; and I know a good woman who
thinks that her son lost his life because he took to drinking water only.
The reader will perceive that I am treating the subject rather from an economic
than a dietetic point of view, and he will not venture to put my abstemiousness to the test
unless he has a well-stocked larder.
Bread I at first made of pure Indian meal and salt, genuine hoe-cakes, which I
baked before my fire out of doors on a shingle or the end of a stick of timber sawed off in
building my house; but it was wont to get smoked and to have a piny flavor, I tried flour
also; but have at last found a mixture of rye and Indian meal most convenient and
agreeable. In cold weather it was no little amusement to bake several small loaves of this
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in succession, tending and turning them as carefully as an Egyptian his hatching eggs.
They were a real cereal fruit which I ripened, and they had to my senses a fragrance like
that of other noble fruits, which I kept in as long as possible by wrapping them in cloths. I
made a study of the ancient and indispensable art of bread-making, consulting such
authorities as offered, going back to the primitive days and first invention of the
unleavened kind, when from the wildness of nuts and meats men first reached the
mildness and refinement of this diet, and travelling gradually down in my studies through
that accidental souring of the dough which, it is supposed, taught the leavening process,
and through the various fennentations thereafter, till I came to "good, sweet, wholesome
bread," the staff of life. Leaven, which some deem the soul of bread, the spiritus which
fills its cellular tissue, which is religiously preserved like the vestal fire-some precious
bottleful, I suppose, first brought over in the Mayflower, did the business for America,
and its influence is still rising, swelling, spreading, in cerealian billows over the land
this seed I regularly and faithfully procured from the village, till at length one morning I
forgot the rules, and scalded my yeast; by which accident I discovered that even this was
not indispensable,-for my discoveries were not by the synthetic but analytic process,
and I have gladly omitted it since, though most housewives earnestly assured me that safe
and wholesome bread without yeast might not be, and elderly people prophesied a speedy
decay of the vital forces. Yet I find it not to be an essential ingredient, and after going
without it for a year am still in the land of the living; and I am glad to escape the
trivialness of canying a bottleful in my pocket, which would sometimes pop and
discharge its contents to my discomfiture. It is simpler and more respectable to omit it.
Man is an animal who more than any other can adapt himself to all climates and
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circumstances. Neither did I put any sal-soda, or other acid or alkali, into my bread. It
would seem that I made it according to the recipe which Marcus Porcius Cato 138 gave
about two centuries before Christ. "Panem depsticium sic facito. Manus mortariumque
bene lavato. Farinam in mortarium indito, aquae paulatim addito, subigitoque pulchre.
Ubi bene subege1is, defingito, coquitoque sub testu." Which I take to mean- "Make
kneaded bread thus. Wash your hands and trough well. Put the meal into the trough, add
water gradually, and knead it thoroughly. When you have kneaded it well, mould it, and
bake it under a cover," that is, in a baking-kettle. Not a word about leaven. But I did not
always use this staff of life. At one time, owing to the emptiness of my purse, I saw none
of it for more than a month.
Every New Englander might easily raise all his own breadstuffs in this land of rye
and Indian corn, and not depend on distant and fluctuating markets for them. Yet so far
are we from simplicity and independence that, in Concord, fresh and sweet meal is rarely
sold in the shops, and hominy and com in a still coarser form are hardly used by any. For
the most part the farmer gives to his cattle and hogs the grain of his own producing, and
buys flour, which is at least no more wholesome, at a greater cost, at the store. I saw that
I could easily raise my bushel or two of rye and Indian com, for the former will grow on
the poorest land, and the latter does not require the best, and grind them in a hand-mill,
and so do without rice and pork; and if I must have some concentrated sweet, I found by
experiment that I could make a very good molasses either of pumpkins or beets, and I
knew that I needed only to set out a few maples to obtain it more easily still, and while
these were growing I could use various substitutes beside those which I have named.
"For," as the Forefathers sang,138
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"we can make liquor to sweeten our lips
Of pumpkins and parsnips and walnut-tree
chips." 139
Finally, as for salt, that grossest of groceries, to obtain this might be a fit occasion for a
visit to the seashore, or, if I did without it altogether, I should probably drink the less
water. I do not learn that the Indians ever troubled themselves to go after it.
Thus I could avoid all trade and barter, so far as my food was concerned, and
having a shelter already, it would only remain to get clothing and fuel. The pantaloons
which I now wear were woven in a farmer's family-thank Heaven there is so much
virtue still in man; for I think the fall from the fanner to the operative as great and
memorable as that from the man to the fanner;-and in a new country, fuel is an
encumbrance. As for a habitat, ifl were not permitted still to squat, 140 I might purchase
one acre at the same price for which the land I cultivated was sold-namely, eight dollars
and eight cents. But as it was, I considered that I enhanced the value of the land by
squatting on it.
There is a certain class of unbelievers who sometimes ask me such questions as, if
I think that I can live on vegetable food alone; and to strike at the root of the matter at
once-for the root is faith-I am accustomed to answer such, that I can live on board
nails. If they cannot understand that, they cannot understand much that I have to say. For
my part, I am glad to bear of experiments of this kind being tried; as that a young man
tiied for a fortnight to live on hard, raw corn on the ear, using his teeth for all mo11ar. The
squirrel tribe tried the same and succeeded. The human race is interested in these
139
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experiments, though a few old women who are incapacitated for them, or who own their
thirds 141 in mills, may be alarn1ed.
My furniture, part of which I made myself, and the rest cost me nothing of which
I have not rendered an account, consisted of a bed, a table, a desk, three chairs, a looking
glass three inches in diameter, a pair of tongs and andirons, a kettle, a skillet, and a
frying-pan, a dipper, a wash-bowl, two knives and forks, three plates, one cup, one spoon,
a jug for oil, a jug for molasses, and a japanned lamp. None is so poor that he need sit on
a pumpkin. That is shiftlessness. There is a plenty of such chairs as I like best in the
village garrets to be had for taking them away. Furniture! Thank God, I can sit and I can
stand without the aid of a furniture warehouse. What man but a philosopher would not be
ashamed to see his furniture packed in a cart and going up country exposed to the light of
heaven and the eyes of men, a beggarly account of empty boxes? That is Spaulding's
furniture. I could never tell from inspecting such a load whether it belonged to a so-called
rich man or a poor one; the owner always seemed pove1ty-stricken. Indeed, the more you
have of such things the poorer you are. Each load looks as if it contained the contents of a
dozen shanties; and if one shanty is poor, this is a dozen times as poor. Pray, for what do
we move ever but to get rid of our furniture, our exuviae; 142 at last to go from this world
to another newly furnished, and leave this to be burned? It is the same as if all these traps
were buckled to a man's belt, and he could not move over the rough country where our
lines are cast without dragging them-dragging his trap. He was a lucky fox that left his
tail in the trap. The muskrat will gnaw his third leg off to be free. No wonder man has
lost his elasticity. How often he is at a dead set! "Sir, if I may be so bold, what do you
141
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mean by a dead set?" If you are a seer, whenever you meet a man you will see all that he
owns, ay, and much that he pretends to disown, behind him, even to his kitchen furniture
and all the trumpery which he saves and will not burn, and he will appear to be harnessed
to it and making what headway he can. I think that the man is at a dead set who has got
through a knot-hole or gateway where his sledge load of furniture cannot follow him. I
cannot but feel compassion when I hear some trig, compact-looking man, seemingly free,
all girded and ready, speak of his "furniture," as whether it is insured or not. "But what
shall I do with my furniture?" My gay butterfly is entangled in a spider's web then. Even
those who seem for a long while not to have any, if you inquire more nan-owly you will
find have some stored in somebody's barn. I look upon England today as an old
gentleman who is travelling with a great deal of baggage, trumpery which has
accumulated from long housekeeping, which he has not the courage to burn; great trunk,
little trunk, bandbox, and bundle. Throw away the first three at least. It would surpass the
powers of a well man nowadays to take up his bed and walk, and I should certainly
advise a sick one to lay down his bed and run. When I have met an immigrant tottering
under a bundle which contained his all-looking like an enonnous well which had grown
· out of the nape of his neck-I have pitied him, not because that was his all, but because
he had all that to carry. If I have got to drag my trap, I will take care that it be a light one
and do not nip me in a vital part. But perchance it would be wisest never to put one's paw
into it.
I would observe, by the way, that it costs me nothing for curtains, for I have no
gazers to shut out but the sun and moon, and I am willing that they should look in. The
moon will not sour milk nor taint meat of mine, nor will the sun injure my furniture or
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fade my carpet; and if he is sometimes too warm a friend, I find it still better economy to
retreat behind some curtain which nature has provided, than to add a single item to the
details of housekeeping. A lady once offered me a mat, but as I had no room to spare
within the house, nor time to spare within or without to shake it, I declined it, preferring
to wipe my feet on the sod before my door. It is best to avoid the beginnings of evil.
Not long since I was present at the auction of a deacon's effects, for his life had
not been ineffectual:"The evil that men do lives after them." 143
As usual, a great proportion was trumpery which had begun to accumulate in his father's
day. Among the rest was a dried tapewonn. And now, after lying half a century in his
garret and other dust holes, these things were not burned; instead of a bonfire, or
purifying destruction of them, there was an auction, or increasing of them. The neighbors
eagerly collected to view them, bought them all, and carefully transported them to their
garrets and dust holes, to lie there till their estates are settled, when they will start again.
When a man dies he kicks the dust.
The customs of some savage nations might, perchance, be profitably imitated by
us, for they at least go through the semblance of casting their slough annually; they have
the idea of the thing, whether they have the reality or not. Would it not be well if we were
to celebrate such a "busk," or "feast of first fruits," as Bartram 144 describes to have been
the custom of the Mucclasse 145 Indians? "When a town celebrates the busk," says he,
"having previously provided themselves with new clothes, new pots, pans, and other
household utensils and furniture, they collect all their worn out clothes and other
143
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despicable things, sweep and cleanse their houses, squares, and the whole town of their
filth, which with all the remaining grain and other old provisions they cast together into
one common heap, and consume it with fire. After having taken medicine, and fasted for
three days, all the fire in the town is extinguished. During this fast they abstain from the
gratification of every appetite and passion whatever. A general amnesty is proclaimed; all
malefactors may return to their town.-"
"On the fourth morning, the high priest, by rubbing dry wood together, produces
new fire in the public square, from whence every habitation in the town is supplied with
the new and pure flame."
They then feast on the new com and fruits, and dance and sing for three days,
"and the four following days they receive visits and rejoice with their friends from
neighboring towns who have in like mam1er purified and prepared themselves."
The Mexicans also practised a similar purification at the end of every fifty-two
years, in the belief that it was time for the world to come to an end.
I have scarcely heard of a truer sacrament, that is, as the dictionary defines it,
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace," than this, and I have no doubt
that they were originally inspired directly from Heaven to do thus, though they have no
Biblical record of the revelation.

For more than five years I maintained myself thus solely by the labor of my
hands, and I found that, by working about six weeks in a year, I could meet all the
expenses of living. The whole of my winters, as well as most of my summers, I had free
and clear for study. I have thoroughly tried school- keeping, and found that my expenses
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were in proportion, or rather out of proportion, to my income, for I was obliged to dress
and train, not to say think and believe, accordingly, and I lost my time into the bargain.
As I did not teach for the good of my fellow-men, but simply for a livelihood, this was a
failure. I have tried trade; but I found that it would take ten years to get under way in that,
and that then I should probably be on my way to the devil. I was actually afraid that I
might by that time be doing what is called a good business. When formerly I was looking
about to see what I could do for a living, some sad experience in confonning to the
wishes of friends being fresh in my mind to tax my ingenuity, I thought often and
seriously of picking huckleberries; that surely I could do, and its small profits might
suffice- for my greatest skill has been to want but little-so little capital it required, so
little distraction from my wonted moods, I foolishly thought. While my acquaintances
went unhesitatingly into trade or the professions, I contemplated this occupation as most
like theirs; ranging the hills all summer to pick the berries which came in my way, and
thereafter carelessly dispose of them; so, to keep the flocks of Admetus. 146 I also dreamed
that I might gather the wild herbs, or carry evergreens to such villagers as loved to be
reminded of the woods, even to the city, by hay-cart loads. But I have since learned that
trade curses everything it handles; and though you trade in messages from heaven, the
whole curse of trade attaches to the business.
As I preferred some things to others, and especially valued my freedom, as I could
fare hard and yet succeed well, I did not wish to spend my time in earning rich carpets or
other fine furniture, or delicate cookery, or a house in the Grecian or the Gothic style just
yet. If there are any to whom it is no inte1ntption to acquire these things, and who know
how to use them when acquired, I relinquish to them the pursuit. Some are "industrious,"
146
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and appear to love labor for its own sake, or perhaps because it keeps them out of worse
mischief; to such I have at present nothing to say. Those who would not know what to do
with more leisure than they now enjoy, I might advise to work twice as hard as they do
work till they pay for themselves, and get their free papers. For myself I found that the
occupation of a day-laborer was the most independent of any, especially as it required
only thi1ty or forty days in a year to support one. The laborer's day ends with the going
down of the sun, and he is then free to devote himself to his chosen pursuit, independent
of his labor; but his employer, who speculates from month to month, has no respite from
one end of the year to the other.
In sho1t, I am convinced, both by faith and experience, that to maintain one's self
on this earth is not a hardship but a pastime, if we will live simply and wisely; as the
pursuits of the simpler nations are still the sports of the more artificial. It is not necessary
that a man should earn his living by the sweat of his brow, unless he sweats easier than I
do.
One young man of my acquaintance, who has inherited some acres, told me that
he thought he should live as I did, if he had the means. I would not have any one adopt
my mode of living on any account; for, beside that before he has fairly learned it I may
have found out another for myself, I desire that there may be as many different persons in
the world as possible; but I would have each one be very careful to find out and pursue
his own way, and not his father's or his mother's or his neighbor's instead. The youth may
build or plant or sail, only let him not be hindered from doing that which he tells me he
would like to do. It is by a mathematical point only that we are wise, as the sailor or the
fugitive slave keeps the polestar in his eye; but that is sufficient guidance for all our life.
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We may not anive at our port within a calculable period, but we would preserve the true
course.
Undoubtedly, in this case, what is true for one is h1.1er still for a thousand, as a
large house is not proportionally more expensive than a small one, since one roof may
cover, one cellar underlie, and one wall separate several apartments. But for my pru.1, I
preferred the solitary dwelling. Moreover, it will commonly be cheaper to build the
whole yourself than to convince another of the advantage of the common wall; and when
you have done this, the common partition, to be much cheaper, must be a thin one, and
that other may prove a bad neighbor, and also not keep his side in repair. The only
cooperation which is commonly possible is exceedingly partial and superficial; and what
little trne cooperation there is, is as if it were not, being a hannony inaudible to men. If a
man has faith, he will cooperate with equal faith everywhere; if he has not faith, he will
continue to live like the rest of the world, whatever company he is joined to. To cooperate
in the highest as well as the lowest sense, means to get our living together. I heard it
proposed lately that two young men should travel together over the world, the one
without money, earning his means as he went, before the mast and behind the plow, the
other can-ying a bill of exchange in his pocket. It was easy to see that they could not long
be companions or cooperate, since one would not operate at all. They would part at the
first interesting crisis in their adventures. Above all, as I have implied, the man who goes
alone can start today; but he who travels with another must wait till that other is ready,
and it may be a long time before they get off.
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But all this is very selfish, I have heard some of my townsmen say. I confess that I
have hither- to indulged very little in philanthropic enterprises. I have made some
sacrifices to a sense of duty, and among others have sacrificed this pleasure also. There
are those who have used all their arts to persuade me to undertake the support of some
poor family in the town; and if I had nothing to do-for the devil finds employment for
the idle-I might try my hand at some such pastime as that. However, when I have
thought to indulge myself in this respect, and lay their Heaven under an obligation by
maintaining certain poor persons in all respects as comfortably as I maintain myself, and
have even ventured so far as to make them the offer, they have one and all unhesitatingly
prefen-ed to remain poor. While my townsmen and women are devoted in so many ways
to the good of their fellows, I trust that one at least may be spared to other and less
humane pursuits. You must have a genius for charity as well as for anything else. As for
Doing-good, that is one of the professions which are full. Moreover, I have tried it fairly,
and, strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it does not agree with my constitution.
Probably I should not consciously and deliberately forsake my particular calling to do the
good which society demands of me, to save the universe from annihilation; and I believe
that a like but infinitely greater steadfastness elsewhere is all that now preserves it. But I
would not stand between any man and his genius; and to him who does this work, which I
declin,e, with his whole heart and soul and life, I would say, Persevere, even if the world
call it doing evil, as it is most likely they will.
I am far from supposing that my case is a peculiar one; no doubt many of my
readers would make a similar defence. At doing something,-! will not engage that my
neighbors shall pronounce it good-I do not hesitate to say that I should be a capital
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fellow to hire; but what that is, it is for my employer to find out. What good I do, in the
common sense of that word, must be aside from my main path, and for the most part
wholly unintended. Men say, practically, Begin where you are and such as you are,
without aiming mainly to become of more worth, and with kindness aforethought go
about doing good. If I were to preach at all in this strain, I should say rather, Set about
being good. As if the sun should stop when he had kindled his fires up to the splendor of
a moon or a star of the sixth magnitude, and go about like a Robin Goodfellow, 147
peeping in at every cottage window, inspiring lunatics, and tainting meats, and making
darkness visible, instead of steadily increasing his genial heat and beneficence till he is of
such brightness that no mortal can look him in the face, and then, and in the meanwhile
too, going about the world in his own orbit, doing it good, or rather, as a truer philosophy
has discovered, the world going about him getting good. When Phaeton, 148 wishing to
prove his heavenly birth by his beneficence, had the sun's chariot but one day, and drove
out of the beaten h·ack, he burned several blocks of houses in the lower streets of heaven,
and scorched the surface of the ea1ih, and dried up every spring, and made the great
desert of Sahara, till at length Jupiter 149 hurled him headlong to the earth with a
thunderbolt, and the sun, through grief at his death, did not shine for a year.
There is no odor so bad as that which mises from goodness tainted. It is human, it
is divine, carrion. 150 If I knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my house with the
conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my life, as from that dry and
parching wind of the Afiican dese1is called the simoom, which fills the mouth and nose
A character in English folklore; an elf also known as Puck.
In Greek mythology, son of Helios the god of the sun.
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and ears and eyes with dust till you are suffocated, for fear that I should get some of his
good done to me-some of its virus mingled with my blood. No,-in this case I would
rather suffer evil the natural way. A man is not a good man to me because he will feed me
if I should be starving, or warm me if I should be freezing, or pull me out of a ditch if I
should ever fall into one. I can find_you a Newfoundland dog that will do as much.
Philanthropy is not love for one's fellow-man in the broadest sense. Howard 151 was no
doubt an exceedingly kind and worthy man in his way, and has his reward; but,
comparatively speaking, what are a hundred Howards to us, if their philanthropy do not
help us in our best estate, when we are most worthy to be helped? I never heard of a
philanthropic meeting in which it was sincerely proposed to do any good to me, or the
like of me.
The Jesuits 152 were quite balked by those Indians who, being burned at the stake,
suggested new modes of torture to their tonnentors. Being superior to physical suffering,
it sometimes chanced that they were superior to any consolation which the missionaries
could offer; and the law to do as you would be done by fell with less persuasiveness on
the ears of those who, for their part, did not care how they were done by, who loved their
enemies after a new fashion, and came very near freely forgiving them all they did.
Be sure that you give the poor the aid they most need, though it be your example
which leaves them far behind. If you give money, spend yourself with it, and do not
merely abandon it to them. We make curious mistakes sometimes. Often the poor man is
not so cold and hungry as he is dirty and ragged and gross. It is partly his taste, and not
merely his misfortune. If you give him money, he will perhaps buy more rags with it. I
151
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was wont to pity the clumsy Irish laborers who cut ice on the pond, in such mean and
ragged clothes, while I shivered in my more tidy and somewhat more fashionable
garments, till, one bitter cold day, one who had slipped into the water came to my house
to wann him, and I saw him strip off three pairs of pants and two pairs of stockings ere he
got down to the skin, though they were dirty and ragged enough, it is true, and that he
could afford to refuse the extra garments which I offered him, he had so many intra ones.
This ducking was the very thing he needed. Then I began to pity myself, and I saw that it
would be a greater charity to bestow on me a flannel shili than a whole slop-shop on him.
There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root,
and it may be that he who bestows the largest amount of time and money on the needy is
doing the most by his mode of life to produce that misery which he strives in vain to
relieve. It is the pious slave-breeder devoting the proceeds of every tenth slave to buy a
Sunday's libe1iy for the rest. Some show their kindness to the poor by employing them in
their kitchens. Would they not be kinder if they employed themselves there? You boast of
spending a tenth pa1i of your income in charity; maybe you should spend the nine tenths
so, and done with it. Society recovers only a tenth part of the property then. Is this owing
to the generosity of him in whose possession it is found, or to the remissness of the
officers ofjustice?
Philanthropy is almost the only virtue which is sufficiently appreciated by
mankind. Nay, it is greatly overrated; and it is our selfishness which overrates it. A robust
poor man, one sunny day here in Concord, praised a fellow-townsman to me, because, as
he said, he was kind to the poor; meaning himself. The kind uncles and aunts of the race
are more esteemed than its true spiritual fathers and mothers. I once heard a reverend
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lecturer on England, a man of learning and intelligence, after enumerating her scientific,
literary, and political worthies, Shakespeare, Bacon, 153 Cromwell, 154 Milton, 155
Newton, 156 and others, speak next of her Christian heroes, whom, as if his profession
required it of him, he elevated to a place far above all the rest, as the greatest of the great.
They were Penn, 157 Howard, and Mrs. Fry. 158 Every one must feel the falsehood and cant
of this. The last were not England's best men and women; only, perhaps, her best
philanthropists.
I would not subtract anything from the praise that is due to philanthropy, but
merely demand justice for all who by their lives and works are a blessing to mankind. I
do not value chiefly a man's uprightness and benevolence, which are, as it were, his stem
and leaves. Those plants of whose greenness withered we make herb tea for the sick serve
but a humble use, and are most employed by quacks. I want the flower and fruit of a man;
that some fragrance be wafted over from him to me, and some ripeness flavor our
intercourse. His goodness must not be a partial and transitory act, but a constant
superfluity, which costs him nothing and of which he is unconscious. This is a charity
that hides a multitude of sins. The philanthropist too often surrounds mankind with the
remembrance of his own castoff griefs as an atmosphere, and calls it sympathy. We
should impart our courage, and not our despair, our health and ease, and not our disease,
and take care that this does not spread by contagion. From what southern plains comes up
the voice of wailing? Under what latitudes reside the heathen to whom we would send

Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) English Philosopher.
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light? Who is that intemperate and brutal man whom we would redeem? If anything ail a
man, so that he does not perfonn his functions, if he have a pain in his bowels even,-for
that is the seat of sympathy,- he forthwith sets about reforming- the world. Being a
microcosm himself, he discovers, and it is a true discovery, and he is the man to make
it- that the world has been eating green apples; to his eyes, in fact, the globe itself is a
great green apple, which there is danger awful to think of that the children of men will
nibble before it is 1ipe; and straightway his drastic philanthropy seeks out the
Esquimau 159 and the Patagonian, 160 and embraces the populous Indian and Chinese
villages; and thus, by a few years of philanthropic activity, the powers in the meanwhile
using him for their own ends, no doubt, he cures himself of his dyspepsia, the globe
acquires a faint blush on one or both of its cheeks, as if it were beginning to be ripe, and
life loses its crudity and is once more sweet and wholesome to live. I never dreamed of
any enormity greater than I have committed. I never knew, and never shall know, a worse
man than myself.
I believe that what so saddens the refonner is not his sympathy with his fellows in
distress, but, though he be the holiest son of God, is his private ail. Let this be righted, let
the spring come to him, the morning rise over his couch, and he will forsake his generous
companions without apology. My excuse for not lecturing against the use of tobacco is,
that I never chewed it, that is a penalty which reformed tobacco-chewers have to pay;
though there are things enough I have chewed which I could lecture against. If you
should ever be betrayed into any of these philanthropies, do not let your left hand know
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what your right hand does, for it is not worth knowing. Rescue the drowning and tie your
shoestiings. Take your time, and set about some free labor.
Our manners have been comipted by communication with the saints. Our hymn
books resound with a melodious cursing of God and enduring Him forever. One would
say that even the prophets and redeemers had rather consoled the fears than confirmed the
hopes of man. There is nowhere recorded a simple and irrepressible satisfaction with the
gift of life, any memorable praise of God. All health and success does me good, however
far off and withdrawn it may appear; all disease and failure help s to make me sad and
does me evil, however much sympathy it may have with me or I with it. If, then, we
would indeed restore mankind by truly Indian, botanic, magnetic, or natural means, let us
first be as simple and well as Nature ourselves, dispel the clouds which hang over our
own brows, and take up a little life into our pores. Do not stay to be an overseer of the
poor, but endeavor to become one of the worthies of the world.
I read in the Gulistan, 161 or Flower Garden, of Sheik Sadi of Shiraz, that "they
asked a wise man, saying: Of the many celebrated trees which the Most High God has
created lofty and umbrageous, they call none azad, or free, excepting the cypress, which
bears no fruit; what mystery is there in this? He replied: Each has its appropriate produce,
and appointed season, during the continuance of which it is fresh and blooming, and
during their absence dry and withered; to neither of which states is the cypress exposed,
being always flourishing; and of this nature are the azads, or religious independents.-Fix
not thy heart on that which is transitory; for the Dijlah, or Tigris, will continue to flow
through Bagdad after the race of caliphs is extinct: if thy hand has plenty, be liberal as the
date tree; but if it affords nothing to give away, be an azad, or free man, like the cypress."
161

Work of Persian literature.
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COMPLEMENTAL VERSES.
The Pretensions of Pove1ty.
Thou dost presume too much, poor needy wretch,
To claim a station in the firmament
Because thy humble cottage, or thy tub,
Nurses some lazy or pedantic virtue
In the cheap sunshine or by shady springs,
With roots and pot-herbs; where thy right hand,
Tearing those humane passions from the mind,
Upon whose stocks fair blooming virtues flourish,
Degradeth nature, and benumbeth sense,
And, Gorgon-like, turns active men to stone.
We not require the dull society
Of your necessitated temperance,
Or that unnatural stupidity
That knows nor joy nor son-ow; nor your forc'd
Falsely exalted passive fortitude
Above the active. This low abject brood,
That fix their seats in mediocrity,
Become your servile minds; but we advance
Such virtues only as admit excess,
Brave, bounteous acts, regal magnificence,
All-seeing prudence, magnanimity
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That knows no bound, and that heroic virtue
For which antiquity hath left no name,
But patterns only, such as Hercules,
Achilles, Theseus. Back to thy loath'd cell;
And when thou seest the new enlightened sphere,
Study to know but what those worthies were.
T. CAREW
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"Resistance to Civil Government"
Henry David Thoreau
1849
Summary

Thoreau's "Resistance to Civil Government" is one of the most searing political
essays in American history and paints a vivid picture of the growing abolitionist fervor
during the middle of the nineteenth century. The essay is a direct response to Thoreau's
imprisonment in a Concord jail for his refusal to pay a poll tax to a government that
supported the institution of black slavery with its legal system. In "Resistance to Civil
Government," Thoreau draws a sharp distinction be.tween legality and morality, asserting
that governments have no power to exert themselves into the moral affairs of individual
citizens.

Although Thoreau's essay draws from the particulars of his own experience with
the legal system, he does not attempt to justify his actions alone. He rather seeks to
construct a more universal philosophical example of the intrusions of government by
using his own experiences as helpful examples. While the tactic of passive r:esistance that
Thoreau outline in "Resistance to Civil Government" eventually gave way to a more
militant tone in works like "A Plea for Captain John Brown" (1859), the principles he
outlines in "Resistance to Civil Government" impacted a wide range of other social
activists. Both Gandhi of India and Martin Luther King Jr. of the American South
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received Thoreau's ideas sympathetically and put some version of them into practice
during their own campaigns against injustice.

Full Text

I heartily accept the motto, "That government is best which governs least"; 162 and
I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally
amounts to this, which also I believe-"That government is best which governs not at
all"; and when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of government which they
will have. Government is at best but an expedient; but most governments are usually, and
all governments are sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been brought
against a standing army, and they are many and weighty, and deserve to prevail, may also
at last be brought against a standing government. The standing arn1y is only an aim of the
standing government. The government itself, which is only the mode which the people
have chosen to execute their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted before the
people can act through it. Witness the present Mexican war,

163

the work of comparatively

a few individuals using the standing government as their tool; for in the outset, the people
would not have consented to this measure.
This American government-what is it but a tradition, though a recent one,
endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity, but each instant losing some of its
integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living man; for a single man can
bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves. But it is not the
162

A quotation taken from The Democratic Review; it would have been well known to Thoreau's
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less necessary for this; for the people must have some complicated machinery or other,
and hear its din, to satisfy that idea of government which they have. Governments show
thus how successfully men can be imposed upon, even impose on themselves, for their
own advantage. It is excellent, we must all allow. Yet this government never of itself
furthered any enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not
keep the country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The character
inherent in the American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it would
have done somewhat more, if the government had not sometimes got in its way. For
government is an expedient, by which men would fain succeed in letting one another
alone; and, as has been said, when it is most expedient, the governed are most let alone
by it. Trade and commerce, if they were not made of India rubber, would never manage
to bounce over obstacles which legislators are continually putting in their way; and if one
were to judge these men wholly by the effects of their actions and not partly by their
intentions, they would deserve to be classed and punished with those mischievious
persons who put obstructions on the railroads.
But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no
government men, 164 I ask for, not at once no government, but at once a better
government. Let every man make known what kind of government would command his
respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it.
After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the
people, a majority are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule is not because
they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but
because they are physically the strongest. But a government in which the majority rule in
164
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all cases cannot be based on justice, even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a
government in which the majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but
conscience?-in which majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of
expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree,
resign his conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience then? I think
that we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a
respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only obligation which I have a right to
assume is to do at any time what I think right. It is truly enough said that a corporation
has no conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men is a corporation with a
conscience. Law never made men a whit 165 more just; and, by means of their respect for
it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents on injustice. A common and natural
result of an undue respect for the law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel,
captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, 1 66 and all, marching in admirable order over
hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, ay, against their common sense and
consciences, which makes it very steep marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of
the heart. They have no doubt that it is a damnable business in which they are concerned;
they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what are they? Men at all? or small movable forts
and magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy Yard,
and behold a marine, such a man as an American government can make, or such as it can
make a man with its black arts-a mere shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man
laid out alive and standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with funeral
accompaniment, though it may be
165
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"Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note,
As his corse to the rampart we hurried;
Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot
O'er the grave where our hero was buried." 167

The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with
their bodies. They are the standing army, and the militia, jailers, constables, posse
comitatus, 168 etc. In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the judgement or of
the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and stones; and
wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. Such
command no more respect than men of straw or a lump of dirt. They have the same sort
of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly esteemed good
citizens. Others-as most legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders
serve the state chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions,
they are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God. A very few-as heroes,
patriots, martyrs, refom1ers in the great sense, and men-serve the state with their
consciences also, and so necessarily resist it for the most pait; and they are commonly
treated as enemies by it. A wise man will only be useful as a man, and will not submit to
be "clay," and "stop a hole to keep the wind away," 169 but leave that office to his dust at
least:
"I am too high born to be propertied,
To be a second at control,
167
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Or useful serving-man and instrument
To any sovereign state throughout the world." 170

He who gives himself entirely to his fellow men appears to them useless and
selfish; but he who gives himself partially to them is pronounced a benefactor and
philanthropist.

How does it become a man to behave toward the American government today? I
answer, that he cannot without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an instant
recognize that political organization as my government which is the slave's government
also.
All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to,
and to resist, the government, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and
unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the case now. But such was the case, they
think, in the Revolution of '75. 171 If one were to tell me that this was a bad government
because it taxed certain foreign commodities brought to its ports, it is most probable that I
should not make an ado about it, for I can do without them. All machines have their
friction; and possibly this does enough good to counter-balance the evil. At any rate, it is
a great evil to make a stir about it. But when the friction comes to have its machine, and
oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer.
In other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation which has undertaken to be the
refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a
Shakespeare, King John.
A reference to the America Revolution against England; the revolution started in Concord and
Lexington in 1775.
170
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foreign army,and subjected to military law,I think that it is not too soon for honest men
to rebel and revolutionize.What makes this duty the more urgent is that fact that the
.
.
.
country so overrun 1s not our own,but ours 1s
. t he mvadmg army.172
Paley,173 a common authority with many on moral questions,in his chapter on the
"Duty of Submission to Civil Government," resolves all civil obligation into expediency;
and he proceeds to say that "so long as the interest ofthe whole society requires it,that is,
so long as the established government cannot be resisted or changed without public
inconvenience,it is the will of God ...that the established government be obeyed-and
no longer. This principle being admitted, the justice ofevery particular case ofresistance
is reduced to a computation ofthe quantity ofthe danger and grievance on the one side,
and of the probability and expense ofredressing it on the other." Ofthis,he says, every
man shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have contemplated those cases to
which the rule ofexpediency does not apply, in which a people, as well as an individual,
must do justice,cost what it may. If I have unjustly wrested a plank from a drowning
man,I must restore it to him though I drown myself. This,according to Paley,would be
inconvenient.But he that would save his life, in such a case, shall lose it. This people
must cease to hold slaves,and to make war on Mexico,though it cost them their
existence as a people.
In their practice,nations agree with Paley; but does anyone think that
Massachusetts does exactly what is right at the present crisis?
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A reference to the invasion of Mexico during the U.S. -Mexican War.
William Paley (1743-1805) English philosopher; he advocated that the defiance of civil law
was an act against God, thus making it more difficult for people to express legitimate grievances
with corrupt governments.
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"A drab of stat, a cloth-o' -silver slut,
To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt." 174
Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts are not a hundred
thousand politicians at the South, but a hundred thousand merchants and farmers here,
who are more interested in commerce and agriculture than they are in humanity, and are
not prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what it may. I quan·el not with
far-off foes, but with those who, near at home, co-operate with, and do the bidding of,
those far away, and without whom the latter would be harmless. We are accustomed to
say, that the mass of men are unprepared; but improvement is slow, because the few are
not as materially wiser or better than the many. It is not so important that many should be
good as you, as that there be some absolute goodness somewhere; for that will leaven the
whole lump. There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war,
who yet in effect do nothing to put ai1 end to them; who, esteeming themselves children
of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands in their pockets, and say that they
know not what to do, and do nothing; who even postpone the question of freedom to the
question of free trade, and quietly read the prices-current along with the latest advices
from Mexico, after dinner, and, it may be, fall asleep over them both. What is the price
current of an honest man and patriot today? They hesitate, and they regret, and sometimes
they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. They will wait, well
disposed, for other to remedy the evil, that they may no longer have it to regret. At most,
they give up only a cheap vote, and a feeble countenance and Godspeed, to the right, as it
goes by them. There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue to one virtuous

174

Cyril Tourneur, The Revenger's Tragedy.

Everhart163
man. But it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the temporary
guardian of it.
All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or backgammon, with a slight moral
tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting naturally
accompanies it. The character of the voters is not staked. I cast my vote, perchance, as I
think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should prevail. I am willing to
leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore, never exceeds that of expediency. Even
voting for the right is doing nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire
that it should prevail. A wise man will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor
wish it to prevail through the power of the majority. There is but little virtue in the action
of masses of men. When the majority shall at length vote for the abolition of slavery, it
will be because they are indifferent to slavery, or because there is but little slavery left to
be abolished by their vote. They will then be the only slaves. Only his vote can hasten the
abolition of slavery who asserts his own freedom by his vote.
I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, 175 or elsewhere, for the selection of
a candidate for the Presidency, made up chiefly of editors, and men who are politicians
by profession; but I think, what is it to any independent, intelligent, and respectable man
what decision they may come to? Shall we not have the advantage of this wisdom and
honesty, nevertheless? Can we not count upon some independent votes? Are there not
many individuals in the country who do not attend conventions? But no: I find that the
respectable man, so called, has immediately drifted from his position, and despairs of his
country, when his country has more reasons to despair of him. He forthwith adopts one of
the candidates thus selected as the only available one, thus proving that he is himself
175 Democratic Convention; candidate Lewis Case would later be defeated by Zachary Taylor.
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available for any purposes of the demagogue. His vote is of no more worth than that of
any unprincipled foreigner or hireling native, who may have been bought. 0 for a man
who is a man, and, as my neighbor says, has a bone in his back which you cannot pass
your hand through! Our statistics are at fault: the population has been returned too large.
How many men are there to a square thousand miles in the country? Hardly one. Does
not America offer any inducement for men to settle here? The American has dwindled
into an Odd Fellow 176-one who may be known by the development of his organ of
gregariousness, and a manifest lack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance; whose first and
chief concern, on coming into the world, is to see that the almshouses are in good repair;
and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virile garb, to collect a fund to the support of
the widows and orphans that may be; who, in short, ventures to live only by the aid of the
Mutual Insurance company, which has promised to bury him decently.
It is not a man's duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradication of
any, even to most enonnous wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to engage
him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it no thought
longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to other pursuits and
contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I do not pursue them sitting upon another
man's shoulders. I must get off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. See
what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my townsmen say, "I should
like to have them order me out to help put down an insurrection of the slaves, or to march
to Mexico-see if I would go"; and yet these very men have each, directly by their
allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a substitute. The soldier
A member of a fraternal organization in England called the Independent Order of Odd
Fellows.
176
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is applauded who refuses to serve in an unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain
the unjust government which makes the war; is applauded by those whose own act and
authority he disregards and sets at naught; as if the state were penitent to that degree that
it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but not to that degree that it left off sinning for a
moment. Thus, under the name of Order and Civil Government, we are all made at last to
pay homage to and support our own meanness. After the first blush of sin comes its
indifference; and from immoral it becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite
unnecessary to that life which we have made.
The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disinterested virtue to
sustain it. The slight reproach to which the virtue of patriotism is commonly liable, the
noble are most likely to incur. Those who, while they disapprove of the character and
measures of a government, yield to it their allegiance and support are undoubtedly its
most conscientious supporters, and so frequently the most serious obstacles to reform.
Some are petitioning the State to dissolve the Union, 177 to disregard the requisitions of
the President. Why do they not dissolve it themselves-the union between themselves
and the State-and refuse to pay their quota into its treasury? Do not they stand in same
relation to the State that the State does to the Union? And have not the same reasons
prevented the State from resisting the Union which have prevented them from resisting
the State?
How can a man be satisfied to entertain an opinion merely, and enjoy it? Is there
any enjoyment in it, if his opinion is that he is aggrieved? If you are cheated out of a
single dollar by your neighbor, you do not rest satisfied with knowing you are cheated, or
with saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning him to pay you your due; but
177
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you take effectual steps at once to obtain the full amount, and see to it that you are never
cheated again. Action from principle, the perception and the performance of right,
changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist wholly
with anything which was. It not only divided States and churches, it divides families; ay,
it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him from the divine.
Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to
amend them, and obey them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at
once? Men, generally, under such a government as this, think that they ought to wait until
they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they should resist, the
remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the government itself that the
remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and
provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does it cry and resist
before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to put out its faults, and do better
than it would have them? Why does it always crucify Christ and excommunicate
Copemicus 178 and Luther, 179 and pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels?
One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its authority was the
only offense never contemplated by its government; else, why has it not assigned its
definite, its suitable and proportionate, penalty? If a man who has no property refuses but
once to earn nine shillings for the State, he is put in prison for a period unlimited by any
law that I know, and detennined only by the discretion of those who put him there; but if

Nicolas Copernicus (1473-1543) Polish astronomer; his heliocentric theory suggested that the
sun was the center of the universe.
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Martin Luther (1438-1546) Gennan monk and religious reformer; he started the Protestant
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he should steal ninety times nine shillings from the State, he is soon permitted to go at
large again.
If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it
go, let it go: perchance it will wear smooth-certainly the machine will wear out. If the
injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then
perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is
of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then I say,
break the law. Let your life be a counter-friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is
to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn.
As for adopting the ways of the State has provided for remedying the evil, I know
not of such ways. They take too much time, and a man's life will be gone. I have other
affairs to attend to. I came into this world, not chiefly to make this a good place to live in,
but to live in it, be it good or bad. A man has not everything to do, but something; and
because he cannot do everything, it is not necessary that he should be doing something
wrong. It is not my business to be petitioning the Governor or the Legislature any more
than it is theirs to petition me; and if they should not hear my petition, what should I do
then? But in this case the State has provided no way: its very Constitution is the evil. This
may seem to be harsh and stubborn and unconcilliatory; but it is to treat with the utmost
kindness and consideration the only spirit that can appreciate or deserves it. So is all
change for the better, like birth and death, which convulse the body.
I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves Abolitionists should at
once effectually withdraw their support, both in person and property, from the
government of Massachusetts, and not wait till they constitute a majority of one, before
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they suffer the right to prevail through them. I think that it is enough if they have God on
their side, without waiting for that other one. Moreover, any man more right than his
neighbors constitutes a majority of one already.
I meet this American government, or its representative, the State government,
directly, and face to face, once a year-no more-in the person of its tax-gatherer; this is
the only mode in which a man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it then says
distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, in the present posture
of affairs, the indispensablest mode of treating with it on this head, of expressing your
little satisfaction with and love for it, is to deny it then. My civil neighbor, the tax
gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with-for it is, after all, with men and not with
parchment that I quarrel-and he has voluntarily chosen to be an agent of the
government. How shall he ever know well that he is and does as an officer of the
government, or as a man, until he is obliged to consider whether he will treat me, his
neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor and well-disposed man, or as a maniac
and disturber of the peace, and see if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborlines
without a ruder and more impetuous thought or speech corresponding with his action. I
know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name-if
ten honest men only-ay, if one HONEST man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to
hold slaves, were actually to withdraw from this co-partnership, and be locked up in the
county jail therefor, it would be the abolition of slavery in America. For it matters not
how small the beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is done forever. But we
love better to talk about it: that we say is our mission. Reform keeps many scores of
newspapers in its service, but not one man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State's
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ambassador, 180 who will devote his days to the settlement of the question of human rights
in the Council Chamber, instead of being threatened with the prisons of Carolina, were to
sit down the prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so anxious to foist the sin of
slavery upon her sister-though at present she can discover only an act of inhospitality to
be the ground of a quarrel with her-the Legislature would not wholly waive the subject
of the following winter.
Under a government which imprisons unjustly, the true place for a just man is
also a prison. The proper place today, the only place which Massachusetts has provided
for her freer and less despondent spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out and locked out of
the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out by their principles. It is
there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to
plead the wrongs of his race should find them; on that separate but more free and
honorable ground, where the State places those who are not with her, but against her-the
only house in a slave State in which a free man can abide with honor. If any think that
their influence would be lost there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State,
that they would not be as an enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much truth
is stronger than error, nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can combat
injustice who has experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip
of paper merely, but your whole influence. A minority is powerless while it confonns to
the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole
weight. If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and slavery, the
State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were not to pay their tax bills
180 Samuel Hoar (1778-1856) was sent by Mass. legislature to South Carolina to protest the
imprisonment of free black sailors.
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this year, that would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and
enable the State to commit violence and shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the
definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possible. If the tax-gatherer, or any
other public officer, asks me, as one has done, "But what shall I do?" my answer is, "If
you really wish to do anything, resign your office." When the subject has refused
allegiance, and the officer has resigned from office, then the revolution is accomplished.
But even suppose blood should flow. Is there not a sort of blood shed when the
conscience is wounded? Through this wound a man's real manhood and immortality flow
out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see this blood flowing now.
I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, rather than the seizure of
his goods-though both will serve the same purpose-because they who assert the purest
right, and consequently are most dangerous to a corrupt State, commonly have not spent
much time in accumulating property. To such the State renders comparatively small
service, and a slight tax is wont to appear exorbitant, particularly if they are obliged to
earn it by special labor with their hands. If there were one who lived wholly without the
use of money, the State itself would hesitate to demand it of him. But the rich man-not
to make any invidious comparison-is always sold to the institution which makes him
rich. Absolutely speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for money comes between a
man and his objects, and obtains them for him; it was certainly no great virtue to obtain
it. It puts to rest many questions which he would otherwise be taxed to answer; while the
only new question which it puts is the hard but superfluous one, how to spend it. Thus his
moral ground is taken from under his feet. The opportunities of living are diminished in
proportion as that are called the "means" are increased. The best thing a man can do for
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his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to carry out those schemes which he entertained
when he was poor. Christ answered the Herodians according to their condition. "Show
me the tribute-money," said he-and one took a penny out of his pocket-if you use
money which has the image of Caesar on it, and which he has made current and valuable,
that is, if you are men of the State, and gladly enjoy the advantages of Caesar's
government, then pay him back some of his own when he demands it. "Render therefore
to Caesar that which is Caesar's and to God those things which are God's"-leaving
them no wiser than before as to which was which; for they did not wish to know.
When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive that, whatever they
may say about the magnitude and seriousness of the question, and their regard for the
public tranquillity, the long and the short of the matter is, that they cannot spare the
protection of the existing government, and they dread the consequences to their property
and families of disobedience to it. For my own part, I should not like to think that I ever
rely on the protection of the State. But, ifI deny the authority of the State when it
presents its tax bill, it will soon take and waste all my property, and so harass me and my
children without end. This is hard. This makes it impossible for a man to live honestly,
and at the same time comfortably, in outward respects. It will not be worth the while to
accumulate property; that would be sure to go again. You must hire or squat somewhere,
and raise but a small crop, and eat that soon. You must live within yourself, and depend
upon yourself always tucked up and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A man
may grow rich in Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good subject of the Turkish
n
Confucius 181 said: "If a state is governed by the principles of reason, poverty
goverment.

and misery are subjects of shame; if a state is not governed by the principles of reason,
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riches and honors are subjects of shame." No: until I want the protection of
Massachusetts to be extended to me in some distant Southern port, where my liberty is
endangered, or until I am bent solely on building up an estate at home by peaceful
enterprise, I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her right to my prope1iy
and life. It costs me less in every sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State
than it would to obey. I should feel as if I were worth less in that case.
Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, and commanded me to
pay a certain sum toward the support of a clergyman whose preaching my father
attended, but never I myself. "Pay," it said, "or be locked up in the jail." I declined to
pay. But, unfortunately, another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see why the schoolmaster
should be taxed to support the priest, and not the priest the schoolmaster; for I was not the
State's schoolmaster, but I supp01ted myself by voluntary subscription. I did not see why
the lyceum 182 should not present its tax bill, and have the State to back its demand, as
well as the Church. However, at the request of the selectmen, I condescended to make
some such statement as this in writing: "Know all men by these presents, that I, Henry
Thoreau, do not wish to be regarded as a member of any incorporated society which I
have not joined." This I gave to the town clerk; and he has it. The State, having thus
learned that I did not wish to be regarded as a member of that church, has never made a
like demand on me since; though it said that it must adhere to its original presumption
that time. If I had known how to name them, I should then have signed off in detail from
all the societies which I never signed on to; but I did not know where to find such a
complete list.
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I have paid no poll tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, for
one night; and, as I stood considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the
door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could
not help being struck with the foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I were
mere flesh and blood and bones, to be locked up. I wondered that it should have
concluded at length that this was the best use it could put me to, and had never thought to
avail itself of my services in some way. I saw that, if there was a wall of stone between
me and my townsmen, there was a still more difficult one to climb or break through
before they could get to be as free as I was. I did nor for a moment feel confined, and the
walls seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen
had paid my tax. They plainly did not know how to treat me, but behaved like persons
who are underbred. In every threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they
thought that my chief desire was to stand the other side of that stone wall. I could not but
smile to see how industriously they locked the door on my meditations, which followed
them out again without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was dangerous. As
they could not reach me, they had resolved to punish my body; just as boys, if they
cannot come at some person against whom they have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw
that the State was half-witted, that it was timid as a lone woman with her silver spoons,
and that it did not know its friends from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it,
and pitied it.
Thus the state never intentionally confronts a man's sense, intellectual or moral,
but only his body, his senses. It is not armed with superior wit or honesty, but with
superior physical strength. I was not born to be forced. I will breathe after my own
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fashion. Let us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They only can force
me who obey a higher law than I. They force me to become like themselves. I do not hear
of men being forced to live this way or that by masses of men. What sort of life were that
to live? When I meet a government which says to me, "Your money or your life," why
should I be in haste to give it my money? It may be in a great strait, and not know what to
do: I cannot help that. It must help itself; do as I do. It is not worth the while to snivel
about it. I am not responsible for the successful working of the machinery of society. I am
not the son of the engineer. I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by side,
the one does not remain inert to make way for the other, but both obey their own laws,
and spring and grow and flourish as best they can, till one, perchance, overshadows and
destroys the other. If a plant cannot live according to nature, it dies; and so a man.
The night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The prisoners in their
shirtsleeves were enjoying a chat and the evening air in the doorway, when I entered. But
the jailer said, "Come, boys, it is time to lock up"; and so they dispersed, and I heard the
sound of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My room-mate was introduced
to me by the jailer as "a first-rate fellow and clever man." When the door was locked, he
showed me where to hang my hat, and how he managed matters there. The rooms were
whitewashed once a month; and this one, at least, was the whitest, most simply furnished,
and probably neatest apartment in town. He naturally wanted to know where I came from,
and what brought me there; and, when I had told him, I asked him in my tum how he
came there, presuming him to be an honest man, of course; and as the world goes, I
believe he was. "Why," said he, "they accuse me of burning a barn; but I never did it." As
near as I could discover, he had probably gone to bed in a barn when drunk, and smoked
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his pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He had the reputation of being a clever man, had
been there some three months waiting for his trial to come on, and would have to wait as
much longer; but he was quite domesticated and contented, since he got his board for
nothing, and thought that he was well treated.
He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw that if one stayed there long,
his principal business would be to look out the window. I had soon read all the tracts that
were left there, and examined where former prisoners had broken out, and where a grate
had been sawed off, and heard the history of the various occupants of that room; for I
found that even there there was a history and a gossip which never circulated beyond the
walls of the jail. Probably this is the only house in the town where verses are composed,
which are afterward printed in a circular forn1, but not published. I was shown quite a
long list of young men who had been detected in an attempt to escape, who avenged
themselves by singing them.
I

I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I should never see him

again; but at length he showed me which was my bed, and left me to blow out the lamp.
It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had never expected to behold, to
lie there for one night. It seemed to me that I never had heard the town clock strike
before, not the evening sounds of the village; for we slept with the windows open, which
were inside the grating. It was to see my native village in the light of the Middle Ages,
and our Concord was turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and castles
passed before me. They were the voices of old burghers that I heard in the streets. I was
an involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever was done and said in the kitchen of the
adjacent village inn-a wholly new and rare experience to me. It was a closer view of my
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native town. I was fairly inside of it. I never had seen its institutions before. This is one of
its peculiar institutions; for it is a shire town. 183 I began to comprehend what its
inhabitants were about.
In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole in the door, in small
oblong-square tin pans, made to fit, and holding a pint of chocolate, with brown bread,
and an iron spoon. When they called for the vessels again, I was green enough to return
what bread I had left, but my comrade seized it, and said that I sh_ould lay that up for
lunch or dinner. Soon after he was let out to work at haying in a neighboring field,
whither he went every day, and would not be back till noon; so he bade me good day,
saying that he doubted if he should see me again.
When I came out of prison-for some one interfered, and paid that tax-I did not
perceive that great changes had taken place on the common, such as he observed who
went in a youth and emerged a gray-headed man; and yet a change had come to my eyes
come over the scene-the town, and State, and country, greater than any that mere time
could effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State in which I lived. I saw to what extent the
people among whom I lived could be trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their
friendship was for summer weather only; that they did not greatly propose to do right;
that they were a distinct race from me by their prejudices and superstitions, as the
Chinamen and Malays are; that in their sacrifices to humanity they ran no risks, not even
to their property; that after all they were not so noble but they treated the thief as he had
treated them, and hoped, by a certain outward observance and a few prayers, and by
walking in a particular straight though useless path from time to time, to save their souls.
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This may be to judge my neighbors harshly; for I believe that many of them are not aware
that they have such an institution as the jail in their village.
It was formerly the custom in our village, when a poor debtor came out of jail, for
his acquaintances to salute him, looking through their fingers, which were crossed to
represent the jail window, "How do ye do?" My neighbors did not thus salute me, but
first looked at me, and then at one another, as if I had returned from a long journey. I was
put into jail as I was going to the shoemaker's to get a shoe which was mended. When I
was let out the next morning, I proceeded to finish my errand, and, having put on my
mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, who were impatient to put themselves under
my conduct; and in half an hour-for the horse was soon tackled-was in the midst of a
huckleberry field, on one of our highest hills, two miles off, and then the State was
nowhere to be seen.

This is the whole history of "My Prisons." 184

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as desirous of being a
good neighbor as I am of being a bad subject; arid as for supporting schools, I am doing
my part to educate my fellow countrymen now. It is for no particular item in the tax bill
that I refuse to pay it. I simply wish to refuse allegiance to the State, to withdraw and
stand aloof from it effectually. I do not care to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till
it buys a man or a musket to shoot one with-the dollar is innocent-but I am concerned
to trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I quietly declare war with the State, after my
184
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fashion, though I will still make use and get what advantages of her I can, as is usual in
such cases.
If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, 185 from a sympathy with the State,
they do but what they have already done in their own case, or rather they abet injustice to
a greater extent than the State requires. If they pay the tax from a mistaken interest in the
individual taxed, to save his prope11y, or prevent his going to jail, it is because they have
not considered wisely how far they let their private feelings interfere with the public
good.
This, then, is my position at present. But one cannot be too much on his guard in
such a case, lest his actions be biased by obstinacy or an undue regard for the opinions of
men. Let him see that he does only what belongs to himself and to the hour.
I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well, they are only ignorant; they
would do better if they knew how: why give your neighbors this pain to treat you as they
are not inclined to? But I think again, This is no reason why I should do as they do, or
permit others to suffer much greater pain of a different kind. Again, I sometimes say to
myself, When many millions of men, without heat, without ill will, without personal
feelings of any kind, demand of you a few shillings only, without the possibility, such is
their constitution, of retracting or altering their present demand, and without the
possibility, on your side, of appeal to any other millions, why expose yourself to this
overwhelming brute force? You do not resist cold and hunger, the winds and the waves,
thus obstinately; you quietly submit to a thousand similar necessities. You do not put
your head into the fire. But just in proportion as I regard this as not wholly a brute force,
but partly a human force, and consider that I have relations to those millions as to so
185
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many millions of men, and not of mere brute or inanimate things, I see that appeal is
possible, first and instantaneously, from them to the Maker of them, and, secondly, from
them to themselves. But if I put my head deliberately into the fire, there is no appeal to
fire or to the Maker of fire, and I have only myself to blame. If I could convince myself
that I have any right to be satisfied with men as they are, and to treat them accordingly,
and not according, in some respects, to my requisitions and expectations of what they and
I ought to be, then, like a good Mussulman 186 and fatalist, I should endeavor to be
satisfied with things as they are, and say it is the will of God. And, above all, there is this
difference between resisting this and a purely brute or natural force, that I can resist this
with some effect; but I cannot expect, like Orpheus, 187 to change the nature of the rocks
and trees and beasts.
I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not wish to split hairs, to
make fine distinctions, or set myself up as better than my neighbors. I seek rather, I may
say, even an excuse for conforming to the laws of the land. I am but too ready to conform
to them. Indeed, I have reason to suspect myself on this head; and each year, as the tax
gatherer comes round, I find myself disposed to review the acts and position of the
general and State governments, and the spirit of the people to discover a pretext for
confom1ity.
"We must affect our country as our parents,
And if at any time we alienate
Out love or industry from doing it honor,
We must respect effects and teach the soul
186
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Matter of conscience and religion,
And not desire ofrnle or benefit." 188

I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work of this sort out ofmy
hands, and then I shall be no better patriot than my fellow-countrymen. Seen from a
lower point ofview, the Constitution, with all its faults, is very good; the law and the
courts are very respectable; even this State and this American government are, in many
respects, very admirable, and rare things, to be thankful for, such as a great many have
described them; seen from a higher still, and the highest, who shall say what they are, or
that they are worth looking at or thinking ofat all?
However, the government does not concern me much, and I shall bestow the
fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not many moments that I live under a government,
even in this world. Ifa man is thought-free, fancy-free, imagination-free, that which is
not never for a long time appearing to be to him, unwise rulers or reformers cannot fatally
intenupt him.
I know that most men think differently from myself; but those whose lives are by
profession devoted to the study ofthese or kindred subjects content me as little as any.
Statesmen and legislators, standing so completely within the institution, never distinctly
and nakedly behold it. They speak ofmoving society, but have no resting-place without
it. They may be men ofa certain experience and disc1imination, and have no doubt
invented ingenious and even useful systems, for which we sincerely thank them; but all
their wit and usefulness lie within certain not very wide limits. They are wont to forget
that the world is not governed by policy and expediency. Webster never goes behind
188
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government, and so cannot speak with authority about it. His words are wisdom to those
legislators who contemplate no essential reform in the existing government; but for
thinkers, and those who legislate for all time, he never once glances at the subject. I know
ofthose whose serene and wise speculations on this theme would soon reveal the limits
ofhis mind's range and hospitality. Yet, compared with the cheap professions ofmost
reformers, and the still cheaper wisdom an eloquence ofpoliticians in general, his are
almost the only sensible and valuable words, and we thank Heaven for him.
Comparatively, he is always strong, original, and, above all, practical. Still, his quality is
not wisdom, but prudence. The lawyer's truth is not Truth, but consistency or a consistent
expediency. Truth is always in harmony with herself, and is not concerned chiefly to
reveal the justice that may consist with wrong-doing. He well deserves to be called, as be
has been called, the Defender ofthe Constitution. There are really no blows to be given
him but defensive ones. He is not a leader, but a follower. His leaders are the men of
'87. 189 "I have never made an effort," he says, "and never propose to make an effort; I
have never countenanced an effort, and never mean to countenance an effort, to disturb
the arrangement as 01iginally made, by which various States came into the Union." Still
thinking ofthe sanction which the Constitution gives to slavery, he says, "Because it was
part ofthe original compact-let it stand." 190 Notwithstanding his special acuteness and
ability, he is unable to take a fact out ofits merely political relations, and behold it as it
lies absolutely to be disposed ofby the intellect-what, for instance, it behooves a man to
do here in American today with regard to slavery-but ventures, or is driven, to make
189
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some such desperate answer to the following, while professing to speak absolutely, and
as a private man-from which what new and singular of social duties might be inferred?
"The manner," says he, "in which the governments of the States where slavery exists are
to regulate it is for their own consideration, under the responsibility to their constituents,
to the general laws of propriety, humanity, and justice, and to God. Associations formed
elsewhere, springing from a feeling of humanity, or any other cause, have nothing
whatever to do with it. They have never received any encouragement from me and they
never will." 191 [These extracts have been inserted since the lecture was read -HDT]
They who know of no purer sources of truth, who have traced up its stream no
higher, stand, and wisely stand, by the Bible and the Constitution, and drink at it there
with reverence and humanity; but they who behold where it comes trickling into this lake
or that pool, gird up their loins once more, and continue their pilgrimage toward its
fountainhead.
No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in America. They are rare in
the history of the world. There are orators, politicians, and eloquent men, by the
thousand; but the speaker has not yet opened his mouth to speak who is capable of
settling the much-vexed questions of the day. We love eloquence for its own sake, and
not for any truth which it may utter, or any heroism it may inspire. Our legislators have
not yet learned the comparative value of free trade and of freedom, of union, and of
rectitude, to a nation. They have no genius or talent for comparatively humble questions
of taxation and finance, commerce and manufactures and agriculture. If we were left
solely to the wordy wit of legislators in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected by the
seasonable experience and the effectual complaints of the people, America would not
191
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long retain her rank among the nations. For eighteen hundred years, though perchance I
have no right to say it, the New Testament has been written; yet where is the legislator
who has wisdom and practical talent enough to avail himself of the light which it sheds
on the science of legislation.
The authority of government, even such as I am willing to submit to-for I will
cheerfully obey those who know and can do better than I, and in many things even those
who neither know nor can do so well-is still an impure one: to be strictly just, it must
have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right over my person
and property but what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a limited
monarchy, from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a progress toward a true respect
for the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher was wise enough to regard the
individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, such as we know it, the last
improvement possible in government? Is it not possible to take a step further towards
recognizing and organizing the rights of man? There will never be a really free and
enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and
independent power, from which all its own power and authority are derived, and treats
him accordingly. I please myself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be just
to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would not
think it inconsistent with its own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling
with it, nor embraced by it, who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow men. A
State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened, would
prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which I have also imagined,
but not yet anywhere seen.
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Henry David Thoreau Quiz

1. Henry David Thoreau is widely known for a deep understanding of classical
Greek and Roman literature that he gained at one of the following universities.
From which of the following colleges did Thoreau graduate without distinction?
A. Harvard College
B. Yale College
C. Princeton University
D. University of Virginia

2. In which of the following works does Thoreau record his experiment in simple
living on a piece of property owned by Ralph Waldo Emerson?
a.

Walden

b. "Resistance to Civil Government"
c. "A Plea for Captain John Brown"
d. A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers
3. In which of the following works does Thoreau outline his objections to organized
government after being imprisoned for refusing to pay a poll tax?
a. Walden
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b. "Resistance to Civil Government"
c. "A Plea for Captain John Brown"
d. A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers
4. To which of the following movements was Thoreau connected because of his
views regarding the relationship between the natural world and human beings?
a. Transcendentalism
b. Gothic
c. Baroque
d. Enlightenment
5. In Walden, Thoreau builds which of the following structures to serve as a
dwelling?
a. Teepee
b. Cabin
c. Tent
d. Wigwam
6. In "Resistance to Civil Government," Thoreau argues that the government has
intruded on the morals of common Americans with its laws. To what moral area
or problem is he refening?
a. Slavery
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b. Trade and Tariffs
c. Copyright Laws
d. Prohibition of Alcohol
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Lesson Plan

"Resistance to Civil Government" by Henry David Thoreau

Objectives:
•

Students will be able to compare and contrast the works of American Literature
from different time periods.

•

Students will be able to articulate how an understanding of Thoreau's text
contributes to notions of morality and ethics.

•

Students will be able to use technology applications to organize and present data.

VASOLs:
•

11.2 The student will examine how values and points of view are included or
excluded and how media influences beliefs and behaviors.
o A) Use technology and other information tools to organize and display
knowledge in ways others can view, use, and assess.

•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
o B) Compare and contrast the development of American literature in its
historical context.

•

I 1.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o E) Analyze two or more texts addressing the same topic to identify
authors' purpose and determine how authors reach similar or different
conclusions.
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•

8.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of fictional texts, narrative
nonfiction, and poetry.
o C) Explain how authors use characters, conflict, point of view, voice, and
tone to create meaning.

•

8.6 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o D) Analyze the author's use of text structure and word choice.

•

8.9 The student will apply knowledge of appropriate reference materials to
produce a research product.
o C) Use technology as a tool to research, organize, evaluate, and
communicate information.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to
build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical,
aesthetic) of human experience.

•

7. · Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and
questions, and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data
from a variety of sources (e.g., print and non-print texts, artifacts, people) to
communicate their discoveries in ways that suit their purpose and audience.

Introduction: Using the biographical material on Thoreau, explain his significance
within the time period and in relation to Romantic period. Create two headings on the
board, moral and legal. Ask each of the students to create their own definitions for each
of these concepts. Share the student's definitions, and ask the following questions: "Are
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these two concepts the same thing? Are things that are moral always legal, and are things
that are immoral always illegal?

1. Before reading the summary of "Resistance to Civil Government," have students
record their predictions of what the piece will be about using the title to make
inferences.

2. Read the summary of "Resistance to Civil Government" and ask students to revise
their initial predictions based on any new information contained in the summary.

3. Have the students read "Resistance to Civil Government" (or sections of the
essay) out loud or in groups. During and after the reading ask students to identify
particular themes or ideas that they encounter repeatedly. Write these ideas on the
board under the heading "Thoreau."

4. After reading "Resistance to Civil Government" ask the students the following
question: "How have your thoughts on "legal" and "moral" changed after reading
this piece?"

5. Transition from "Resistance to Civil Government" to reading excerpts from
Martin Luther King's "Letter From Binningham City Jail." Before reading, ask
students to share what they already know about Martin Luther King, Jr. and
record their answer on the board under a heading labeled "King, Jr."
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6. Have the students read "Letter From Birmingham City Jail" either aloud or in
groups. During and after the reading ask students to identify particular themes or
ideas that they encounter repeatedly. Write these ideas on the board under the
heading "King, Jr."

7. After students have read the letter of Martin Luther King, Jr., have them condense
their notes on Thoreau and King into a Venn Diagram at readwritethink.org or on
paper. Follow the directions on screen to create an interactive Venn Diagram.

8. Ask the students to compare and contrast the following aspects of the two pieces:

a. What about their situations is similar? What is different?

b. What about their ideas is similar? What is different?

c. How do both authors use rhetorical language in their respective pieces?

Closing: Ask students to again revise their definitions of legal and moral based on the
reading of both pieces together. Ask the following question: How did your opinion on the
difference between moral and legal change as a result of reading these two pieces? If
your opinion stayed the same, what points in the reading supported you original
definition? Have students write a one-paragraph response on an exit card to turn in before
leaving class.
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Lesson Plan

"Economy" from Walden by Henry David Thoreau

Objectives:
•

Students will be able to identify and explain literary allusions in "Economy" from
Walden.

•

Students will be able to support claims using textual evidence.

•

Students will be able to work collaboratively to discover and publish information.

VA SOLs:
•

11.1 The student will make informative and persuasive presentations.
o H) Collaborate and report on small-group learning activities.

•

11.3 The student will apply knowledge of word origins, derivations, and
fi gurative language to extend vocabulary development in authentic texts.
o E) Identify literary and classical allusions and figurative language in text.

•

11.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o D) Draw conclusions and make inferences on explicit and implied
information using textual support.

•

8.3 The student will analyze, develop, and produce creative or informational
media messages.
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o C) Use media and visual literacy skills to create products that express new
understandings.
•

8.4 The student will apply knowledge of word origins, analogies, and figurative
language to extend vocabulary development within authentic texts.
o A) Identify and analyze an author's use of figurative language.

•

8.6 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o B) Make inferences and draw conclusions based on explicit and implied
information using evidence from text as support.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an
understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and
the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.

•

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many gemes to
build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical,
aesthetic) of human experience.

•

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g.,
conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of
audiences and for different purposes.

Introduction: Using the biographical material on Thoreau, explain his significance
within the time period and in relation to Romantic period. Before having students read
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"Economy" from Walden, read the summary section and conduct the following focusing
exercise to help the students connect with Thoreau and his purposes:

•

Focusing Exercise: Introduce the following list of items that Thoreau took with
him to Walden Pond in 1854

o

1 axe, 2 knives, 1 fork, 3 plates, 1 cup, 1 spoon, 1 jug for oil, 1 jug for
molasses, 1 lamp.

o Ask students to create their own 5 item lists of items they would take with
them. Have students share their items, and then make students combine
their lists into one 5-item class list.

o Have students suggest possible sub headings for the items and sort them
based on these headings (food items, items for heating and cooking, items
dealing with shelter).

o Finally, ask the students how accurately their class list reflects Thoreau's
list.

1. After the "Focusing Exercise," begin reading "Economy" out loud.

2. While reading, stop to ask the students comprehension questions to ensure that
they understand the material. Below you will find some example questions that
may be applied throughout the reading process:
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a. Have students paraphrase small sections or paragraphs of the text for the
rest of the class.

b. Point out some of the many literary allusions that Thoreau makes to other
period and classical authors.

c. Examine some of the following pictures to give students a visual context.
of Walden Pond and Thoreau's cabin while reading at Walden Pond-Past
& Present:

1. Thoreau's survey map of Walden Pond

11. Replica of Thoreau's cabin

u1. Site of Thoreau's cabin, cabin site from up the hill, Stone posts at
the cabin location

1v. View of the pond from Emerson's Cliff, view of pond's shore

3. After the students have finished reading "Economy" from Walden, have them
break into groups of 3-4 students. Assign each one of the groups one of the
following topics, and instruct the students to find examples of or allusions to the
assi gned topic in the text:

a. Transcendentalism
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b. Environmentalism

c. Hinduism or Eastern Spirituality

d. Allusions to Classical Greek or Roman Literature

e. Allusions to science or scientists

f.

Allusions to exploration

4. Once the groups have found examples in the text, ask each group to share their
findings with the rest of the class by giving an informal report on the significance
of these allusions, citing specific sections of text as evidence. Have them create
some sort of visual aspect for the presentation as well. Here are just a few ideas of
acceptable products:

a. Posters, brochures, PowerPoint, Prezi, short videos, skit etc.
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Walt Whitman
May 13, 1819 - March 26, 1892
Walt Whitman was an American poet, essayist,
and journalist. Often called the father of free verse,
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Whitman's work was considered controversial during his
lifetime. Before Whitman began writing and publishing
poetry, he worked as a teacher, government clerk,

.......

carpenter, print apprentice, and a volunteer nurse during
the American Civil War. Whitman's wide occupational career is evident in his poetry,
which celebrates the beauty of working class America.
Whitman was born to Quaker parents. One of nine total children, Walter Whitman
was named after his father, Walter Whitman Sr., and immediately nicknamed "Walt" to
distinguish him from his father. The Whitman family came from modest economic
means, and at the age of eleven the young Walt Whitman left formal schooling to pursue
a variety of jobs to provide income for his struggling family. It was during this phase of
his life that Walt gained his first experience with the business of the printed word,
working as a print apprentice for a Long Island newspaper The Patriot.
Whitman continued to remain involved with printing and journalism for the next
several years of his life, serving as a typesetter and editor for several notable publications,
such as the Aurora, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, and the Long Island Democrat. In 1838-39
Whitman also started his own newspaper, the Long-Islander, which he eventually sold.
During this period, Whitman also began submitting fiction and poetry to various
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publications, although none of Whitman's early attempts at authorship received high
praise.
Whitman's first major work, Leaves of Grass (1855), received very little critical
praise, although Whitman did receive accolades from another major Romantic author,
Ralph Waldo Emerson. Popular critics were put off by the odd style of the book of poems
and the numerous references to bodily and sexual images. Whitman, however, was
undeteITed and revised Leaves of Grass several time throughout the rest of his career.
Whitman saw himself as the poet of American Democracy, and in time others would
begin to see him this way as well.
Deeply affected by the tragedy of the Civil War, Whitman served as a hospital
nurse to injured soldiers. From this environment he produced Drum-Taps, a volume of
Civil War poetry published in 1865. As Whitman's popularity grew, his poetic style
slowly became more formal and conventional. Whitman's early free verse and
experiments in portraying the average American are possibly his most lasting legacies,
inspiring a generation of counterculture and anti-war poets in the 1950's and 1960's.
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I Hear America Singing
Walt Whitman
1867

(1865 chromolithograph of Printing-House Square. NYPL Digital Gallery. Courtesy of Russell
Granger and www.whitmans-brooklyn.org)

Summary

"I Hear America Singing" is a short poem by Walt Whitman that represents two
of the most unique qualities of his work, unconventional free verse lines and subjects
from America's working class. In the poem, the speaker observes the songs of several
everyday, working class individuals. Many of Whitman's poems glorify the manual
laborers that built America. Another common trait of Whitman's poetry that appears in "I
Hear America Singing" is the list style of the poem. From line to line, the speaker
switches between poetic subjects, first to the mechanics, and later to the carpenter,
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mason, boatman, and others. Whitman often used this list style format to try and capture
the diversity of the American population, and Whitman's expe1iences in New York City
are certainly replicated in the way faces, bodies, and people quickly pass through the
visions of the speaker.

Full Text

I hear America singing, the varied carols I hear,
Those of mechanics, each one singing his as it should be blithe
and strong,
The carpenter singing his as he measures his plank or beam,
The mason singing his as he makes ready for work, or leaves off
work,
The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat, the deckhand singing on the steamboat deck,
The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench, the hatter singing
as he stands,
The woodcutter's song, the ploughboy's on his way in the morning, or at noon intermission or at sundown,
The delicious singing of the mother, or of the young wife at work,
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or of the girl sewing or washing,
Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else,
The day what belongs to the day-at night the party of young
fellows, robust, friendly,
Singing with open mouths their strong melodious songs.
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"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry"
Walt Whitman
1856

Scene at the Ferry Landing, Brooklyn, by William J. Peirce, 1857.
Courtesy of Russell Granger and www.whitmans-brookly.org

Summary
"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" first appeared in the 1856 edition of Leave of Grass
under another title, "Sun-Down Poem." The focus of the poem is on the speaker's
experience in crossing the river on a feny. The speaker recounts the various people,
animals, ships, and changes in the sun and tide in an attempt to highlight the
commonality of human experience. At times, the speaker directly addresses the reader,
underscoring the fact that even though time separates the speaker and the reader, the
experience of crossing the river at high tide before sunset is able to bridge this temporal
gap. As in other Whitman poems, "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" is highly visual, and the
arrangement of his free verse lines seems unconventional, especially when compared to
later examples of his work, such as "O Captain! My Captain" (1865).
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Full Text
1.
Flood-tide 192 below me! I watch you face to face;
Clouds of the west! sun there half an hour high! 193 I see you also face to face.

Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes! how cmious you
are to me!
On the ferry-boats, the hundreds and hundreds that cross, returning home,
are more curious to me than you suppose;
And you that shall cross from shore to shore years hence, are more to me,
and more in my meditations, than you might suppose.

2.
The impalpable 194 sustenance of me from all things, at all hours of the day;
The simple, compact, well-join'd scheme-myself disintegrated,
every one disintegrated, yet part of the scheme:
The similitudes 195 of the past, and those of the future;

A period between low tide and high tide where water flows toward the shore.
Half an hour to sunset.
194
Adjective: unable to be touched; difficult to comprehend.
192

193
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The glories strung like beads on my smallest sights and hearingson the walk in the street, and the passage over the river;
The current rushing so swiftly, and swimming with me far away;
The others that are to follow me, the ties between me and them;
The certainty of others-the life, love, sight, hearing of others.

Others will enter the gates of the ferry, and cross from shore to shore;
Others will watch the run of the flood-tide;
Others will see the shipping of Manhattan north and west, and the heights
of Brooklyn to the south and east;
Others will see the islands large and small;
Fifty years hence, others will see them as they cross, the sun half an
hour high;
A hundred years hence, or ever so many hundred years hence, others will
see them,
Will enjoy the sunset, the pouring in of the flood-tide, the falling back
to the sea of the ebb-tide. 196

195
196

Noun: similarities; shared traits.
A period between high tide and low tide where the water flows toward the sea.
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3.
It avails not, neither time or place-distance avails 197 not;
I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever so
many generations hence;
I project myself-also I return-I am with you, and know how
it is.

Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt;
Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of a crowd;
Just as you are refresh'd by the gladness of the river and the bright flow,
I was refresh'd;
Just as you stand and lean on the rail, yet hun-y with the swift cun-ent,
I stood, yet was hurried;
Just as you look on the numberless masts of ships, and the thick-stem'd
pipes of steamboats, I look'd.

I too many and many a time cross'd the river, the sun half an hour high;
I watched the Twelfth-month sea-gulls-I saw them high in the air,
floating with motionless wings, oscillating their bodies,
197

Verb: to be of use or value; help; serve.
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I saw how the glistening yellow lit up parts of their bodies, and left the rest
in strong shadow,
I saw the slow-wheeling circles, and the gradual edging toward the south.

I too saw the reflection of the summer sky in the water,
Had my eyes dazzled by the shimmering track of beams,
Look'd at the fine centrifugal 198 spokes of light around the shape of my head
in the sun-lit water,
Look'd on the haze on the hills southward and southwestward,
Look'd on the vapor as it flew in fleeces tinged with violet,
Look'd toward the lower bay to notice the arriving ships,
Saw their approach, saw aboard those that were near me,
Saw the white sails of schooners and sloops 199-saw the ships at anchor,
The sailors at work in the rigging, or out astride the spars, 200
The round masts, the swinging motion of the hulls, the slender serpentine
pennants,
The large and small steamers in motion, the pilots in their pilot-houses,
The white wake left by the passage, the quick tremulous whirl of the wheels,
Adjective: moving away from a center point or axis.
Reference to fore-and-aft-rigged sailing vessels; a schooner has two masts, while a sloop has
one.
20
°Noun: a horizontal metal of wooden pole used to support sails and rigging.
198
199
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The flags of all nations, the falling of them at sun-set,
The scallop-edged waves in the twilight, the ladled cups, the frolicsome crests
and glistening,
The stretch afar growing dimmer and dimmer, the gray walls of the granite
store-houses by the docks,
On the river the shadowy group, the big steam-tug closely flank'd on each
side by the barges-the hay-boat, the belated lighter,
On the neighboring shore, the fires from the foundry chimneys burning high
and glaringly into the night,
Casting their flicker of black, contrasted with wild red and yellow light, over
the tops of houses, and down into the clefts of streets.

4.
These, and all else, were to me the same as they are to you;
I project myself a moment to tell you-also I return.

I loved well those cities;
I loved well the stately and rapid river;
The men and women I saw were all near to me;
Others the same-others who look back on me, because I look'd
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forward to them;
(The time will come, though I stop here to-day and to-night.)

5.
What is it, then, between us?
What is the count of the scores or hundreds of years between us?

Whatever it is, it avails not-distance avails not, and place avails not.

6.
I too lived-Brooklyn, of ample hills, was mine;
I too walk'd the streets of Manhattan Island, 201 and bathed in the waters
around it;
I too felt the curious abrupt questionings stir within me,
In the day, among crowds of people, sometimes they came upon me,
In my walks home late at night, or as I lay in my bed, they came upon me.

I too had been struck from the float forever held in solution;
I too had receiv'd identity by my Body;
201 Whitman preferred the Native American name Manhattan to the British New York.
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That I was, I knew was of my body-and what I should be,
I knew I should be of my body.

7.
It is not upon you alone the dark patches fall,
The dark threw patches down upon me also;
The best I had done seem'd to me blank and suspicious;
My great thoughts, as I supposed them, were they not in reality meager? 202
would not people laugh at me?

It is not you alone who know what it is to be evil;
I am he who knew what it was to be evil;
I too knitted the old knot of contrariety,
Blabb'd, blush'd, resented, lied, stole, grudg'd,
Had guile, anger, lust, hot wishes I dared not speak,
Was wayward, vain, greedy, shallow, sly, cowardly, malignant;
The wolf, the snake, the hog, not wanting in me,
The cheating look, the frivolous word, the adulterous wish, not wanting,
Refusals, hates, postponements, meanness, laziness, none of these wanting.
202

A variant spelling of meager.
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8.
But I was Manhattanese,203 friendly and proud!
I was call'd by my nighest name by clear loud voices of young men
as they saw me approaching or passing,
Felt their arms 011 my neck as I stood, or the negligent leaning of their flesh
against me as I sat,
Saw many I loved in the street, or ferry-boat, or public assembly, yet never
told them a word,
Lived the same life with the rest, the same old laughing, gnawing, sleeping,
Play'd the part that still looks back 011 the actor or actress,
The same old role, the role that is what we make it, as great as we like,
Or as small as we like, or both great and small.

9.
Closer yet I approach you;
What thought you have of me, I had as much of you-I laid in my stores in advance;
I consider'd long and seriously of you before you were born.

203 Meaning from or of Manhattan, possibly one of Whitman's own constructions.
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Who was to know what should come home to me?
Who knows but I am enjoying this?
Who knows but I am as good as looking at you now, for all you cannot
see me?

It is not you alone, nor I alone;
Not a few races, nor a few generations, nor a few centuries;
It is that each came, or comes, or shall come, from its due emission,
From the general centre of all, and forn1ing a part of all:
Everything indicates-the smallest does, and the largest does;
A necessary film envelopes all, and envelopes the Soul for a proper time.

10.
Now I am curious what sight can ever be more stately and admirable
to me than my mast-hemm'd Manhattan,
My river and sun-set, and my scallop-edg'd waves of flood-tide,
The sea-gulls oscillating their bodies, the hay-boat in the twilight, and the
belated lighter;
Curious what Gods can exceed these that clasp me by the hand, and with
voices I love call me promptly and loudly by my nighest name as
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I approach;
Curious what is more subtle than this which ties me to the woman or man
that looks in my face,
Which fuses me into you now, and pours my meaning into you.

We understand, then, do we not?
What I promis'd without mentioning it, have you not accepted?
What the study could not teach-what the preaching could not
accomplish, is accomplish'd, is it not?
What the push ofreading could not start, is started by me personally, is it not?

11.
Flow on, river! flow with the flood-tide, and ebb with the ebb-tide!
Frolic on, crested and scallop-edg'd waves!
Gorgeous clouds ofthe sun-set! drench with your splendor me, or the men
and women generations after me;
Cross from shore to shore, countless crowds ofpassengers!
Stand up, tall masts of Mannahatta!-stand up, beautiful
hills ofBrooklyn!
Throb, baffled and curious brain! throw out questions and answers!
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Suspend here and everywhere, eternal float of solution!
Gaze, loving and thirsting eyes, in the house, or street, or public assembly!
Sound out, voices of young men! loudly and musically call me by my
nighest name!
Live, old life! play the part that looks back on the actor or actress!
Play the old role, the role that is great or small, according as one makes it!

Consider, you who peruse me, whether I may not in unknown ways be
looking upon you;
Be firm, rail over the river, to support those who lean idly, yet haste with the
hasting current;
Fly on, sea-birds! fly sideways, or wheel in large circles high in the air;
Receive the summer sky, you water! and faithfully hold it, till all downcast
eyes have time to take it from you;
Diverge, fine spokes of light, from the shape of my head, or any one's
head, in the sun-lit water;
Come on, ships from the lower bay! pass up or down, white-sail'd schooners
sloops, lighters!
Flaunt away, flags of all nations! be duly lower'd at sunset;
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Burn high your fires, foundry204 chimneys! cast black shadows at nightfall!
cast red and yellow light over the tops of the houses;
Appearances, now or henceforth, indicate what you are;
You necessary film, continue to envelop the soul;
About my body for me, and your body for you, be hung our divinest aromas;
Thrive, cities! bring your freight, bring your shows, ample and sufficient rivers;
Expand, being than which none else is perhaps more spiritual;
Keep your places, objects than which none else is more lasting.

12.
We descend upon you and all things-we arrest you all;
We realize the soul only by you, you faithful solids and fluids;
Through you color, form, location, sublimity, ideality;
Through you every proof, comparison, and all the suggestions
and determinations of ourselves.

You have waited, you always wait, you dumb, beautiful ministers! you novices!
We receive you with free sense at last, and are insatiate205 henceforward;
204

Noun: a factory that melts and molds metal.
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Not you any more shall be able to foil us, or withhold yourselves from us;
We use you, and do not cast you aside-we plant you pennanently
within us;
We fathom you not-we love you-there is perfection
in you also;
You furnish your parts toward eternity;
Great or small, you furnish your parts toward the soul.

205 Adjective: unable to be satisfied; insatiable.
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0 Captain! My Captain!
Walt Whitman
1865
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"O Captain! My Captain!" is a poem written by
Walt Whitman in 1865 to commemorate the death
r

of American President Abraham Lincoln after the
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American Civil War. Throughout the poem,
Whitman uses the idea of a ship as an extended metaphor to describe the sense of loss
that the American people feel having lost their leader. The style of "O Captain! My
Captain!" is conventional compared to the style of Whitman's Leaves of Grass and his
other works. In fact, "O Captain!" was one of Whitman's least favorite poems, but it is
ironically also one of his most famous.

Full Text

0 Captain! My Captain!
The ship has weathered every rack, 206 the prize we sought is won;
The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,
While follow eyes the steady keel, 207 the vessel grim and daring:

20

6Noun: a group of clouds capable of producing high winds.
Noun: the principal structural component of a ship, running lengthwise from bow to stem.

207
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But O heart! heart! heart!
0 the bleeding drops of red,
Where on the deck my Captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.

0 Captain! my Captain! rise up and hear the bells;
Rise up-for you the flag is flung-for you the bugle trills;
For you bouquets and ribboned wreaths-for you the shores a-crowding;
For you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning;

Here Captain! dear father!
This arm beneath your head;
It is some dream that on the deck,
You've fallen cold and dead.

My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still;
My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will;
The ship is anchored safe and sound, its voyage closed and done;
From fearful trip, the victor ship, comes in with object won;
Exult, 0 shores, and ring, 0 bells!
But I, with mournful tread,
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Walk the deck my Captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.
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Walt Whitman Quiz

1. Walt Whitman was known as the father of which of the following types of poetry?

a. The Sonnet

b. Free Verse

c. lmagism

d. The Epic

2. During Whitman's childhood and the early years of his career, Whitman was
involved in which of the following professions?

a. Railroad Engineer

b. Politics

c. Newspaper publication

d. Sailor

3. Although Whitman's Leaves of Grass did not receive high praise after its first
publication, which Romantic author wrote Whitman a letter of praise for the
book?
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a. William Gilmore Simms

b. Ralph Waldo Emerson

c. Heiman Melville

d. Emily Dickinson

4. During the American Civil War, Whitman was involved in which of the following
capacities?

a. Hospital nurse

b. Artillery gunner

c. Chaplain

d. Field Surgeon

5. Whitman's poem "O Captain! My Captain!" was written for which of the
following occasions?

a. The Emancipation Proclamation

b. The assassination of Abraham Lincoln

c. The Louisiana Purchase
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d. The Gettysburg Address

6.

According to Whitman's biography, Whitman's references to the working class
in his poetry display his love of which of the following concepts?

a. Imperialism

b. American Democracy

c. Hinduism

d. Corporate monopolies
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Lesson Plan
"0 Captain! My Captain!"
Objectives:
•

Students will be able to articulate the historical influences on Walt Whitman's
writing.

•

Students will be able to make inferences and support a position or perspective in
writing.

VA SOLs:
•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
o J) Analyze the use of literary elements and dramatic conventions including
verbal, situational and dramatic irony used in American literature.

•

11.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of nonfiction texts.
o A) Use info1mation from texts to clarify understanding of concepts.

•

11.6 The student will write in a variety of forms, with an emphasis on persuasion.
o A) Generate, gather, plan, and organize ideas for writing to address a
specific audience and purpose.

•

8.4 The student will apply knowledge of word origins, analogies, and figu rative
language to extend vocabulary development within authentic texts.
o A) Identify and analyze an author's use of figurative langu age.

•

8. 7 The student will write in a variety of forms, including narration, exposition,
persuasion, and informational.
o E) Select specific vocabulary and information for audience and purpose.
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NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an
understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and
the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.

•

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g.,
conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of
audiences and for different purposes.

•

8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources (e.g.,
libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize
information and to create and communicate knowledge.

Introduction: Before beginning this lesson, have the students establish some background
to the American Civil War and Abraham Lincoln. Ask students to answer the following
questions and record the answers on the board:

•

When did the Civil War occur? (1861-1865)

•

What were some of its causes? (slavery, states rights, westward expansion)

•

Who were some of its major figures? (Lincoln, Grant, Lee, Jackson, Douglass)
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•

What role did Lincoln play in the war? (President, eventually assassinated)

1. After the students have answered the questions, have them watch the trailer from
Steven Spielberg's Lincoln (2012) to help them summarize some of Lincoln's
accomplishments.

2. Read Whitman's biography and the summary of"O Captain! My Captain."
Discuss Whitman's experience as a nurse in Civil War hospitals by reading the
first three paragraphs from the following aiiicle written by Whitman:

a. "The Great Amw Of The Sick," Walt Whitman (1863)

3. Ask the students to answer the following question about the reading, and record
their answers on the board:

a. Based on this article, how would you describe Whitman's attitude towards
the Civil War and those involved in it?

4. Use the students' answers as a transition into reading "O Captain! My Captain!"
Read the poem out loud and ask the students the following questions"

a. What is the central metaphor of the poem? (Lincoln= Captain and Ship=
Union or U.S.)

b. What is the definition of an extended metaphor? (A metaphor that is used
throughout a poem as a central fi gure or idea)
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5. After students have correctly identified the central metaphor, examine the
following images associated with Lincoln's assassination from the Library of
Congress:

a. The Assassination of Abraham Lincoln: Selected Images
b. Lincoln's Pockets. The Contents of Abraham Lincoln's Pockets On the
Evening of His Assassination at Ford's Theatre
6. Once the students have viewed the pictures of Lincoln's assassination and read "O
Captain! My Captain!" have them complete one of the following writing exercises
based on their experience viewing the images and reading the poem:
a. Students will complete a RAFT assignment writing newspaper articles
am10uncing Lincoln's death and the hunt for his killer. The student will
write two separate short articles (less than 150 words) from the
perspective of both Northern and Southern reporters:
1.
11.
111.

Role: Northern and Southern reporters
Audience: Northern and Southern readers
Format: Newspaper articles (less than 150 words)

1v. Topic: Lincoln's death and the hunt for John Wilkes Booth
b. Have students reexamine the contents of Lincoln's pockets and answer the
following questions in writing:
1.

What do the contents of Lincoln's pockets suggest about Lincoln
as an individual? Choose two objects to use as specific examples.

ii. Write a short account of the assassination from the perspective of
one of the object in Lincoln's pocket (less than 200 words).
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Lesson Plan
"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry"
Objectives:
•

Students will be able to evaluate and select multimedia based on purpose and
audience.

•

Students will be able to present textual evidence to support a literary claim.

•

Students will understand how the growth of urban Brooklyn influenced the poetry
of Walt Whitman.

VA SOLs:
•

11.2 The student will examine how values and points of view are included or
excluded and how media influences beliefs and behaviors.
o D) Determine the author's purpose and intended effect on the audience for
media messages.

•

11.4 The student will read, comprehend, and analyze relationships among
American literature, history, and culture.
o G) Explain how imagery and figures of speech appeal to the reader's
senses and experience.

•

11.6 The student will write in a variety of forms, with an emphasis on persuasion.
o D) Clarify and defend position with precise and relevant evidence
elaborating ideas clearly and accurately.

•

8.3 The student will analyze, develop, and produce creative or informational
media messages.
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o C) Use media and visual literacy skills to create products that express new
understandings.
•

8.5 The student will read and analyze a variety of fictional texts, narrative
nonfiction, and poetry.
o A) Explain the use of symbols and figurative language.
o C) Explain how authors use characters, conflict, point of view, voice, and
tone to create meaning.

•

8.7 The student will write in a variety of forms, including narration, exposition,
persuasion, and informational.
o E) Select specific vocabulary and information for audience and purpose.

NCTE/IRA Standards:
•

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to
build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical,
aesthetic) of human experience.

•

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language ( e.g.,
conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of
audiences and for different purposes.

•

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g.,
spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to
create, critique, and discuss print and nonprint texts.
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Introduction: Before reading "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," review the biographical
material on Walt Whitman. Ask the students to share previous knowledge about Whitman
and record responses on the board:
•

Father of free verse, poet of American Democracy, favored working class
subjects.

1. Begin by reading the summary to "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" and encourage
students to focus on the visual aspects of the poem.
2. Read the poem out loud. Stop every other stanza or so and ask the students to
describe some of what they see in Whitman's descriptions.
3. After reading "Crossing Brookl yn Ferry" have the students navigate to Whitman's
Brooklyn to take a virtual tour of Brooklyn circa 1850:
a. First have students navigate to the "Maps & Views" section. In this
section, they can explore interactive maps of Brooklyn from 1832, 1843,
and 1849, as well as see paintings of the city's skyline. Based on the maps
and paintings, have the students answer the following questions out loud:
1.

Based on the maps, how did Brooklyn grow during the period from
1830 to 1850?

11.

What impact might this growth have had on Whitman's poetry?

b. After exploring "Maps & Views," have students explore other areas of the
Whitman's Brooklyn and read the descriptions of the places. Some of the
following locations contain interesting or relevant images:
1.

11.

Scene At The Feny Landing
Brooklyn Heights

Everhart228
m. Navy Yard

4. Once the students have had sufficient time to explore the site, introduce the
following writing assignment.

a. Students should choose one image from Whitman's Brooklyn that they
feel corresponds to Whitman's poetry in some way. Using the following
RAFT assignment, have students justify their choice:

1.

11.

111.

Role: Text book photo editor

Audience: Text book publisher and senior editor

Format: Persuasive letter

1v. Topic: You have been asked to choose a single image that
represents the work of Walt Whitman to include in an upcoming
edition of a textbook. Your supervisors have asked you to also
submit a letter explaining your choice, which should answer the
following questions:

1. Does the image represent Whitman's work as a whole, or a
single poem?

2. If the image represents a single poem, what about that poem
make it representative of Whitman's entire body of work?
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3. lf the image represents Whitman's work as a whole, what
aspects of the images can be seen in Whitman's poetry, or
vice versa?

4. Using specific examples from BOTH the image and
Whitman's poem, what about these two works is similar
enough to be published in a textbook?

